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To my daughter, Bryony, fellow writer and kitchen companion




AUTHOR’S NOTE

In 1996 I was lucky enough to acquire the cookery book collection of my mother-in-law, June. After leaving school June studied Domestic Science. She started her career as a teacher of Domestic Science, then joined the Good Housekeeping institute, before returning to education as a cookery teacher. During this time – and long before it was fashionable – June began collecting old cookery books, eventually amassing a library of more than two hundred. It was here that I came across Eliza Acton, as well as Maria Rundell, Alexis Soyer, William Kitchiner, Hannah Glasse, Hannah Woolley, Agnes Marshall, Mrs Beeton and many, many other cooks and cookery writers. It was only on closer examination that I realised Eliza Acton’s recipe-writing was head-and-shoulders above that of her peers, rooted in her personal history as a thwarted poet. Although Eliza was writing nearly two hundred years ago, the message to her readership of ‘young housekeepers’ is more relevant today than ever before. Thrift and the avoidance of waste, nutritious food for good health, the need to master plain cookery, cooking with care and fresh ingredients, learning from ‘other nations’, and the importance of making good food available to everyone… These resonate as much now (if not more) as they did in 1845. And so I leave the last word to Eliza: It is not, in fact, cookery books that we need half so much as cooks really trained to a knowledge of their duties.

Indeed, Eliza, indeed.





Life has dark secrets; and the hearts are few

That treasure not some sorrow from the world…

L.E.L.,

‘Secrets’, 1839

But oh! the bitterest griefs of all,

Are nurs’d in tearless anguish still.

ELIZA ACTON,

‘Yes Leave Me’, 1826

I would venture to guess that Anon, who wrote so many poems without signing them, was often a woman.

VIRGINIA WOOLF,

A Room of One’s Own, 1929






PREFACE

This is a work of fiction based on a handful of known facts about the life of the poet and pioneering cookery writer, Eliza Acton, and her assistant, Ann Kirby. Between 1835 and 1845 Eliza and Ann lived in Tonbridge, Kent, and worked on a cookery book that has become known as the greatest British cookbook of all time (Bee Wilson, Telegraph), the greatest cookery book in our language (Dr Joan Thirsk CBE) and my beloved companion… illuminating and decisive (Elizabeth David). It was a bestseller in its time, internationally as well as in the UK, selling over 125,000 copies in thirty years. Eliza Acton had a profound influence on later cookery writers including Delia Smith, who calls Eliza Acton the best cookery writer in the English language… a great inspiration… and a great influence on me.




PROLOGUE 1861 GREENWICH, LONDON Ann

Before Mr Whitmarsh leaves for work, he does something quite out of character. He gives me a gift. Wrapped snug in brown paper. No ribbon, just string. But a gift all the same.

‘This is for you, my Ann,’ he says, even as his rheumy eyes are on his pocket watch. He likes to call me ‘his Ann’, although I think ‘Mrs Kirby’ would be more appropriate for a servant of my age and experience. I do more than serve, of course. Like keeping his bed warm at night and braiding the sleek hair of his motherless daughters.

As soon as the lift and press of his leather soles on the marble floor is gone, I prod curiously at the package. I know it’s a book. I can tell by the shape and heft of it. I untie the string and pull at the paper, my mind racing and dancing. As if someone has climbed inside my head with an egg whisk and turned my brain to a fine froth.

Will it be a volume of poetry? Or a novel? Or a book of maps? And why has he bought me a gift anyway? The paper falls in clumsy shreds to the floor. Not like me to be so… I pause and search for the word. Exuberant. I smile, knowing exactly who taught me the word exuberant.

Mr Whitmarsh knows I like reading for he has caught me at it. Red-handed. First, he caught me in his library examining his map collection. Then he caught me at the stove, deep in a poetry book. And after that he found me with my nose in a novel when I should have been waxing the floorboards to a shine. But isn’t that why he took me so readily to his bed? And why he calls me, with such affection, his Ann?

A little twitch flirts at the corners of my mouth. But then the twitch sets fast. And the whisking in my head stops. For all the wrapping paper is off now, lying round my feet in scraps and rags. The book is a colossal tome that’s neither poetry nor novel. Nor is it a book of maps. I turn it over, sniff its calfskin bindings, feel its leather spine as smooth as skin. Then I run the tips of my fingers over its cover, over the raised gilding of its title. Mrs Beeton’s Book of Household Management.

Why would I want such a book as this? Disappointment rushes through me, making my fingers slip so that pages turn, crackle, crumple. And words flicker and spin before my eyes… knuckle of veal with rice… tartar mustard… turnips in white sauce… gooseberry pudding… A snorting gasping sound, most inelegant, escapes from my mouth. Mr Whitmarsh has bought me a book of recipes! The man is more of a buffoon than I thought.

My fingers move less hastily, my gaze slows and lingers. Until I am stock-still and reading – word for word – a recipe for crimped salmon with caper sauce. A most peculiar sensation passes over me. My mind, which a few minutes ago was whisked to a foaming peak, goes very small and tight and still. Like a hazelnut.

Every word, every ingredient, is uncannily familiar. I turn the page. And read. And turn another page. And then another. Slowly it dawns on me. These recipes are mine. And hers too, of course. I recognise them because I cooked them. Because I wrote down my observations of them on a slate. With a stub of chalk. Day after day. Year after year.

Our recipes have been plundered, rearranged upon blank new pages, emptied of her elegant tilt and turn of phrase, her sly humour. The bones remain – cold graceless lists of instructions and ingredients – assigned now to a Mrs Beeton, whoever she may be. Yet they belong to me and to Miss Eliza, who is barely cold in her grave.

I read on, tasting each dish upon my tongue: sweet slippery leeks, new-born peas swirled in butter, meringue as fresh and light as snow. And gradually, recipe by recipe, I’m returned to the kitchen of Bordyke House. The air smoke-thick with roasting pigeons, frying onions, softly stewing plums. The sing of it all: the water pump cranking in the scullery, the logs spitting in the range, the jingle of pewters and the rattle of cutlery, the thump of a rolling pin, the endless bubble and simmer of the stockpot.

I push away Mr Whitmarsh’s book of stolen recipes, and slowly stoop, kneel, to pick the wrapping paper from the floor. That’s when I hear her. I recognise her tread – so neat and determined – upon the stone flags. She’s moving towards me, her skirts swishing round her ankles. Her voice, at once purposeful and gentle, calls out: Ann? Ann?

I know her next words off by heart: Today we shall be very busy, Ann. I wait. But there’s only silence. From outside I hear the faint notes of a dove, scraped thin by the wind. Then next door’s cockerel starts crowing with great gusto.

And I know what I must do.




CHAPTER ONE [image: ] Eliza 1835 FISH BONES

Midday in the City of London, the carts and carriages rattling over the cobbles, the screech of costermongers, the jostle of barrows and handcarts, the thin-ribbed boys who are shirtless and swooping like starved birds to shovel every steaming clod of dung. It is the hottest day of the year – or so it feels to me, burning and corseted inside my best silk dress. On Paternoster Row the heat radiates from every brick, every brass bell pull, every iron railing. Even the wooden scaffolding that props up every half-built windowless property is stubbornly lodged with heat and creaking with thirst.

It is the most important day of my life, so to calm my nerves that are all a-welter, I observe the scene and shape it into words. The crowds dripping along the side of the road where the taller buildings fling their shadows. The straining horses that are slick with sweat. The fans stitched from peacock feathers and fluttering from carriage windows. The wilting lash of the coachmen’s whips. And the sun, like a vast golden orb in a dome of unbroken blue.

I pause, for the rhythm is not quite right. Perhaps far-off bowers of blue is more pleasant on the ear than a dome of unbroken blue. I mouth the words, letting them slip over my tongue and echo in my ear… Far-off bowers of blue…

‘Look where you’re going, you stupid old trout!’

I swerve and stumble, narrowly missing a cart of rotting cabbages. Suddenly I long for home, its familiarity and friendliness. I feel as though I have no place in the vast stinking skirmish that is London.

I leave the shaded side of the street with its fractious, melting throng. In the hot sunlight, the people are fewer but the stench is thicker: unwashed bodies, decaying teeth, human slops. All manner of debris lurks beneath my feet, wedged and rotting between the cobbles: bleached herring bones and cockle shells, rusting nails, spat pellets of chewed tobacco, a dead mouse bristling with maggots, the desiccated rind of oranges and gnawed apple cores fizzing with fruit flies. Everything is either dried hard or rotting softly, foully. I peg my nose with my fingers for I have no desire to turn this noxious reek into poetry.

Far-off bowers of blue, I say beneath my breath. A reviewer of my first poetry collection described my work as neat and elegant, and I can’t help thinking that far-off bowers of blue is similarly neat and elegant. But what will Mr Thomas Longman, publisher of celebrated poets, think? The thought of Mr Longman returns me – dizzily – to the present, to my mission. I look down and see the damp silk of my dress, veined a darker shade of green, with great black puddles spreading beneath the pits of my arms. Why did I not take a carriage? I shall arrive at the most important meeting of my life drenched and sopping, like a child with fever.

A brass plaque announces the offices of Messrs Longman & Co, Publisher and Book Seller. I pause, take a breath. And in that second my life, my past, the vastness of the skies above, the tangled mass of London – all of it telescopes into a single quivering point. This is it. The moment I have awaited for ten long years. My starry dawning…

I peel the loose tendrils of hair from my neck and tuck them into my bonnet. A quick anxious rub at the damp creases in my dress and I am – tremblingly – ready. I pull on the intimidatingly long doorbell and am gestured through rooms toppling with books to a narrow flight of stairs. At the top is a single room so crammed with books there is barely space for my skirts. Mr Longman – for I assume it to be him – sits behind a desk examining an unrolled map, so that I am presented only with the luxuriant crown of his head.

He ignores me and I take the opportunity to observe him with my poet’s gaze. He is weighted down with gold. A gold signet ring upon each hand and a gold watch chain that stretches into the black folds of his frock coat. His hair is steely grey and sits in a thick drift over the plates of his skull. When he raises his head I see his face is florid, its rosy hue exaggerated by a cravat of lavender twill silk on which the folds of his chin rest. His eyes are set very far back in his head, beneath a scrambling pair of brows.

‘Ah, Mrs Acton…’ He looks up at me through half-closed eyes.

My cheeks flame. ‘Miss Acton,’ I say, my voice lifting defiantly on the word ‘Miss’.

He nods, then pushes away the maps and books and inkpots to make a channel through which he thrusts a hand. I look at his pale cushioned palm, bewildered. Am I to shake his hand, as gentlemen do? He makes no motion to take my hand to his lips, or to rise and bow. And when I shake his hand I feel a curious excitement, a dim thrill of something I cannot explain.

‘You have something for me, I believe.’ He rummages in a lacklustre way at the papers sprawled across his desk.

‘I explained it in my letter, sir. A volume of poems I have worked on diligently for ten years. My last volume was published by Richard Deck of Ipswich, and indeed you sold it from this very shop.’ As the words slip from my tongue – more steadily than I expected – an image swims into my head: Miss L. E. Landon reading aloud from my book of verse, which is beautifully bound in sealskin with my name embossed in gilt. The picture is so sharp, so bright, I see the hint of a tear in her eye, the appreciative curve of her lip, her tender fingering of the pages as if they were as delicate and precious as goose down.

But then Mr Longman does something most baffling, most distressing. And Miss L. E. Landon, along with my published book, is swept immediately from my mind. He shakes his head, as if I have muddled my facts in some inexcusable way.

‘I assure you, sir, it was stocked by Longman & Co – and many other reputable bookshops. It was reprinted within a month and—’

Mr Longman interrupts me with a loud impatient sigh. He withdraws his hand from the desk and uses it to mop at his forehead with a handkerchief.

‘I raised the subscriptions myself and received orders from as far afield as Brussels and Paris and the island of St Helena. My readers are quite convinced I need a publisher with the universal might of yourself, sir.’ I hear my voice and am startled by its note of desperation. And conceit. Mother’s words rush into my head… too hungry for recognition… too ambitious… no sense of propriety…

But Mr Longman is shaking his head more emphatically than ever. He shakes his head so strenuously the folds of his chin bob and small drops of sweat spin from his forehead scattering carelessly over his map.

‘Poetry is not the business of a lady,’ he growls.

I am so taken aback every inch and ounce of me stiffens. Does he know nothing of Mrs Hemans? Or Miss L. E. Landon? Or Anne Candler? My mouth opens, as if to remonstrate. But he swats at the air as if he knows what I am about to say and has no wish to hear it.

‘Now, novel-writing… that is a different matter. Novelettes, Miss Acton, are splendidly popular with young ladies.’ He elongates the word young, making his voice rise and fall. I feel my face scald a second time. And all my feelings of excitement and defiance vanish.

‘Novelettes of romance. Have you none of those for me?’

I blink and try to compose my thoughts. Has he even read my letter? Or the fifty poems in my best copperplate that I delivered, by hand, six weeks ago? If not, why did he write and invite me to meet him? To my chagrin, I feel my throat close up, my bottom lip waver.

‘Yes,’ continues Mr Longman, speaking as if to himself. ‘I could consider a gothic romance.’

I brace myself, biting down on my wavering lip. A spark of something – fury? Irritation? – leaps inside me. ‘Some of my poems have been published more recently, in the Sudbury Pocket Book and the Ipswich Journal. I am told they are good poems.’ My burst of audacity surprises me. But then Mr Longman shrugs and his eyes slide to the ceiling, which is low and sagging.

‘It is no good bringing me poetry! Nobody wants poetry now. If you cannot write me a little gothic romance…’ His palms are open and splayed upon his desk in a gesture of helplessness.

I stare at his empty palms and feel my insides – my spirit, my audacity – being scooped out and cast away. Ten years of labour – in vain. The emotion, the effort, everything that has been sacrificed in the writing of my poems, all for nothing. Perspiration runs in rivulets down the sides of my ribcage and I feel a shortness of breath as if my throat is constricting. The painful beatings of a breaking heart are hush’d to stillness…

Mr Longman scratches noisily at his head and continues staring at the ceiling. The soles of his shoes tap at the floorboards beneath his desk, as if he has forgotten my presence. Or perhaps he is deciding whether I can be trusted to write a gothic romance. I give a discreet cough which sounds more like a harried gulp. ‘Sir, could I possibly have my poems back?’

He claps his hands and jumps to his feet so abruptly the gold chains of his fob watch jangle and the silver buckles on his shoes rattle. ‘On second thoughts, I have sufficient novelists at present. So do not bring me a novelette.’

‘My manuscript? Did you not receive it, sir?’ The words limp from my throat, barely audible. Is it possible he’s lost my poems? Carelessly mislaid them among his maps and papers? And now he is about to dismiss me… empty-handed. Not even the promise of a commissioned novelette. I told you so, whispers my voice of doubt. Imposter… imposter… Surely your puny efforts at poetry have been put upon the fire… I scan the room, instinctively seeking out a grate, a wisp of my verse among the ashes.

All of a sudden Mr Longman claps his hands a second time. I look at him, wondering if this is his manner of dismissal. But he is staring at me, his eyes alight, his hands clasped. ‘A cookery book!’

I frown in confusion. The man is both rude and obscure, I think. Who on earth does he think I am? I may be thirty-six and unmarried, my dress may be streaked with sweat, but I am no aproned household servant.

‘Go home and write me a cookery book and we might come to terms. Good day Miss Acton.’ His hands splash over the detritus of his desk and for a moment I think he is hunting for my poems. But then he gestures at the door.

‘I do not – cannot – cook,’ I say lamely, moving like a somnambulist towards the door. The inside of my head is dulled with disappointment. Every bit of bravura slipped clean away.

‘If you can write poems, you can write recipes.’ He taps on the glass face of his pocket watch and puts it to his ear with a grunt of irritation. ‘This infernal heat has lost me valuable time. Good day!’

I have a sudden urge to be gone, away from the monstrous stench of London, away from the humiliation of having my poems spurned for something as frivolous and functional as a cookery book. I hurry down the stairs, tears crowding in my eyes.

Suddenly Mr Longman’s voice rings out: ‘Neat and elegant, Miss Acton. Bring me a cookery book as neat and elegant as your poems.’




CHAPTER TWO [image: ] Ann TURNIP POTTAGE

Today is my most shameful day ever. I fall asleep by mistake and for no more than a quarter hour, only to waken with the vicar looming over me. Like a black shadow.

‘Oh, Reverend Thorpe,’ I stutter, stumbling to my feet. I know instantly why he’s here. In truth I’ve been waiting for this day to come.

His eyes swivel round and round, like windmills. Well-fed windmills. He’s inspecting our cottage: the cobwebs in the chimney, the piles of rank rags that I’m too busy to wash, the black balls of dog hair that have collected in the corners. At least the hearth is swept clean and all the ashes taken out.

Behind him Mam is clawing at a sheet which has been knotted around her. I recognise the knots – they’re the handiwork of Mrs Thorpe. So I know Mam was found unclothed. Likely by the River Medway, where she tries to wash herself and forgets to put her frock back on. The thought makes me flinch, all the narrowboats passing by, all the men watching from the gunpowder mills…

‘Enough is enough,’ says the Reverend Thorpe, one hand circling his belly that has grown soft and round on patties and pies and boiled puddings.

‘Did she go wandering? She was tied to me but I fell asleep.’ I don’t tell him that all night she had me up and down, wanting this and wanting that, pulling on the ropes, pinching me, kicking me, shredding her nightdress with her nails.

‘How long since she…?’ He jerks his head towards the ground, towards Hell, as if to say this is the Devil’s work.

But I know God loves all his flock, so I answer in a most determined way, jerking my head towards Heaven. ‘It’s five years since she became… absent-minded.’ I don’t tell him that she is worse now than ever, that after the last full moon she does not know her own daughter.

‘She must go to a lunatic asylum, Ann,’ he says. ‘There is a new one, over at Barming Heath.’

‘I will tie her to me more tightly,’ I say, avoiding his eye. My face is hot with shame. Did he find her or was it someone else? Someone who took her to the rectory rather than bringing her home. Or did she take herself to the church? All my insides cringe into a little ball at the thought of it, at the picture of her naked, or in her ragged under-things, sitting in church, mad as a March hare.

‘What have you eaten today, Ann?’ He stares at Septimus, who’s stretched upon the hearth with one oozing eye open and one closed. The vicar’s look is wary, as if he thinks our poor skinny dog is next for the pot.

‘Better than Mam would eat in the workhouse or in any lunatic asylum.’ I ease her down to the floor, loosening the knots on the sheet and hoping she will stay quiet. I want the vicar to go, but he presses me to answer, repeating his question three times.

‘Bread and an onion, each of us, with a scraping of lard too,’ I say at length. I don’t tell him the bread was as stale as a baker’s broom. Or that the onions had sprouted stalks as long as my arm. ‘And a little turnip pottage,’ I lie, as an afterthought.

‘Your mother can go to an asylum – there will be no cost and she will be well cared for. I can give your father some work tending the graveyard.’

I pause, confused by the Reverend’s words. I can see that he might want Mam gone, but to find work for Pa too… Surely the man is a saint, for it’s barely three years since he found a place for my brother, Jack, in London, turning spits in the kitchen of a gentlemen’s club. I remind him that Pa has only one leg, that he lost the other fighting for King and Country.

‘Yes, yes,’ he replies, flapping his white hands like I’m a mongrel with the mange. ‘God does not want your mother running naked through the fields. It is not good for… for…’ He pauses and narrows his eyes. ‘For the morals of this parish.’

Has God spoken to him? Has God complained about Mam’s lunacy? Perhaps God has told him of the other night when I found Pa with his scraggy knuckles gripping Mam’s neck, twisting his two hands like she was no more than a Christmas goose. He’d been in a rare temper, with the ale upon him so strong I could smell it on every reeking breath. Fortunately, the drink – and the lack of a leg – had weakened him so that he’d fallen to the floor wailing, ‘She remembers nothing, Ann. Not even me… she’s lost control of every bit of herself. She ain’t human no more.’ All the while Mam lay on the mattress, a long gummy smile on her face, no notion she’d been half throttled by her own husband.

The Reverend Thorpe begins to back out of the cottage, keeping his eyes high so he won’t see Mam, who is crawling across the floor. Her scalp is like yellow parchment now, her hair thin and matted. I put her on the mattress, arranging her scrawny limbs so she’s curled like a cat. The sheet is bunched and tangled round her with big knots at her shoulders, knees and hips, so she looks more like a twist of dirty laundry than a human being. All at once I know it’s only me who can look after her, only me who can calm her. ‘I promise to keep her clothed,’ I plead. ‘And I will learn to tie a firmer knot, a reef knot.’

At this the vicar pauses and looks round the cottage in a very pointed way. I watch his gaze travel over the shelf that once held Mam’s books: her book of prayers, her book of Cookery Made Plain and Easy, the German Fairy Tales bound in ruby linen. The shelf is empty now. Bare and empty. I wait for him to ask why we have no prayer book, no bible. Instead he says something that stuns me, so that I cannot speak.

‘Ann,’ he says. ‘You’re a clever girl. A resourceful girl. You could be a housemaid. Or a nursery maid. Wouldn’t you like that?’

I blink, like a fool.

‘Your mother taught you to read and write, is that not so?’

He speaks the truth so I nod, and he says, ‘If you are scrupulously honest and prepared to work your fingers to the bone, you could be a lady’s maid. I can see that you are not averse to hard labour.’

Before I can stop myself, my most secret desire blurts from my lips. The words that run through my head every night, like fluttering ribbons. ‘I dream of being a cook,’ I say. I regret my words, of course I do. But it’s too late to put them back, so I busy myself picking out a twig tangled in Mam’s hair.

The Reverend Thorpe coughs, not a hoarse cough rattling with liquid like Pa’s, but more like he has a breadcrumb stuck there. ‘That would be ambitious indeed,’ he says after a while. ‘But perhaps in a small private family. Perhaps if you were to start as a scullery maid. How old are you, Ann?’

‘Seventeen this coming Michaelmas.’ I try to keep my voice sure and definite, but already my mind is straying. Before me float tightly crusted pies, buttery sticky puddings, birds turning on spits, shelves of ripe orchard fruit, fat barrels of sweet raisins, sticks of cinnamon as long as my hand – and all the other things Jack has told me of.

‘You are old to go into service but I shall look out a position for you, regardless,’ the vicar says. ‘Everyone must pull their weight in God’s world.’ I should be cross, hearing him say I’m not pulling my weight. But my mind is only half here. The other half has flown clean away, to a kitchen where I’m chopping, slicing, stirring, fixing pigs to spits and trimming the fat from kidneys. Like Jack does in London. He says there’s more food than I could ever imagine. Stockpots bigger than milk churns, Dutch ovens bigger than our cottage, larders the size of houses, mortars bigger than my own head. And then my stomach rumbles so loud I have to grip my sides for fear the vicar will think me too uncouth to work in a private kitchen.

He stoops beneath the door frame, which is barely high enough for a donkey. ‘Your mother will be well fed and cared for, and you and your father shall earn some wages. So it’s agreed.’

A tightness pulls and tugs at the back of my eyes. I can only be a cook if Mam is locked away in a madhouse? Is that what I’ve agreed to?




CHAPTER THREE [image: ] Eliza OXFORD PUNCH

As the coach sways and rocks I try to distract myself by looking at the scarlet poppies and great mounds of hay, radiant and dishevelled. Crows rise, rags of black, from the dusty fields. But all this beauty only adds to my misery. Where once I would have exulted in finding the most accurate, the most fulsome words to describe such a scene, now every impression seems to taunt me. Besides which, I cannot stop thinking of everyone at home, waiting to hear of my meeting with the famous Mr Longman. His words of rejection have not left me once on this long rattling journey… Poetry is not the business of a lady… nobody wants poetry now… And his final, demeaning request: Go home and write me a cookery book and we might come to terms. Terms indeed! I have no intention of repeating that particular line. Not to anyone.

As the coach approaches Ipswich, my shame and failure settle inside me like a brick. The sky blackens, peppered now with thousands of tiny silver stars. And when our house rears up from the dark – its windows flickering with candlelight, pale moths fluttering at the glass – I want nothing more than to disappear.

The front door bursts open, spilling breathless light and voices and the tumbling sounds of a pianoforte.

‘Eliza’s here! She’s back!’

The pianoforte stops. Candles appear, wavering in the night air. And behind them, the eager faces of Catherine, Edgar and Anna. Even Hatty, the housemaid, is come to welcome me home.

Mother follows, squinting into the gloam. ‘Eliza, is that you? We have all been waiting an absolute age. Hurry! Hurry! Or all the moths of Suffolk shall be making their nests in my new curtains.’

I am barely out of the coach before their pleas begin.

‘What did Mr Longman say, Eliza? Oh, please tell!’ begs Catherine. ‘Tell us everything, from the beginning.’

‘No, not from the beginning,’ barks Edgar. ‘We shall be here all night. Get directly to the point – how was Mr Longman?’

A sharp ache catches beneath my ribs. The disappointment of my family feels so much worse than my own. Mother’s will be tinged with I-told-you-so and a quiet pleasure at my failure, but not Edgar. Not my sisters. Not Father. Their disappointment will be palpable.

‘Oh, Edgar, why must you be so impatient? Anna, ask Cook to bring a bowl of her best Oxford punch and tell her to be quick about it. John is still not home and it is making me fretful.’ Mother wrings her hands anxiously. ‘He was determined to be here for your arrival.’

I feel a sense of relief. Telling Father of my failure is what I dread most. He has always believed in me, always supported my endeavours. It was he who provided the money when I wanted to set up a school for young ladies. And it was he who funded my first volume of verse, insisting the paper and bindings be of the highest quality. ‘No doubt he is delayed by paperwork or has misplaced his key,’ I say, keeping my voice pert to hide the relief I feel.

‘How was Mr Longman?’ presses Edgar, spreading out his coat-tails and lowering himself into a chair. ‘I am prepared to wager that Mr Longman thought your poems infinitely superior to those of that rascal, Lord Byron.’ He rubs his hands up and down his thighs in mirth. ‘We shall toast you as soon as the punch bowl arrives.’

‘Please,’ I say, in a thread of a whisper. ‘No punch. There is nothing to celebrate.’ I look down at my feet, at the streaks of London dirt on my boots, at the pearl buttons that are now black with coal dust. I have no appropriate words. Nothing to blunt the edge of their disappointment.

‘Publishers no longer want poetry,’ I say, eventually.

‘Nonsense!’ Edgar shuffles himself more deeply into his chair. ‘Is it because of your obstinate determination to use your own name?’

‘Did you tell him of your last volume, of how it had to be reprinted in less than a month?’ asks Catherine gently.

‘Mr Longman did not propose I publish my poems under a nom de plume. He simply does not want them.’ My fingers twine themselves in the seed pearls at my neck. My throat is hot and dry. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘Well,’ says Mother, pausing to puff out her cheeks. ‘I always considered your poems too frank – slightly indelicate, if you ask me. I expect that is why Mr Longman did not want them.’

My jaw tightens. I look down and see white salted rings beneath my arms and catch the stink of London on my dress and skin. ‘He said no one wants poetry anymore. They want,’ I stop and swallow, ‘novels, romances, preferably of the Gothic kind.’

‘Can you not write such a thing, dearest Eliza?’ Catherine asks.

‘This is all nonsense. You have no need of money. The poems were merely… merely…’ Edgar’s voice peters out, as if he isn’t quite sure what the purpose of my poetry is.

‘You exposed too much of yourself in that last volume,’ adds Mother. ‘There was an indiscretion that made some of our neighbours look upon me most curiously. You should never have published them under your – our – name, my dear. They were overwrought, too revealing.’

‘So it is well enough for Mr Keats or Mr Wordsworth to reveal their passions, but not me. Is that what you mean?’

‘I think Mother is merely asking if you cannot be content to scribble away in private,’ says Edgar. ‘True poetry has no need of an audience, surely?’

I grope, furiously, for the words that will explain why I want an audience, why I want my own name upon my own scribblings: that it is this – precisely this – that makes me feel part of a wider, deeper world, a richer world in which I am connected to others, a world in which I matter. How can I achieve this if I scribble only for myself? If I am blank, nameless?

Mother tilts her head to one side and nods. ‘There is something a little ostentatious about seeking publication. For a lady, that is… ungodly even.’

I stiffen, a burning behind my eyes. Mr Longman’s words float before me… poetry is not the business of a lady… But for Mother to introduce God, to suggest that God’s hand is at play is too much. I stare angrily at her but she has her eyes piously to Heaven.

Anna – sweet kind Anna – reaches for my hand, squeezes it. ‘There are many other publishers, dearest Eliza. You must not despair.’

I nod gratefully, but cannot speak. My heart is too choked with the words of Mother and Edgar, mingling unpleasantly with those of Mr Longman. And beneath all my anger, beneath my justifications for an audience, hovers the perpetual doubt. Imposter. Imposter. But also something more, something hazy and obscure. A feeling of loss. Ebbing and flowing through the anger, the disappointment, the doubt. For what am I now? A spinster from Suffolk with a single small book of verse to my name…

I stare at the silver punchbowl and my reflection glares back: a swag of dark hair, streaked with grey. A lattice of lines creeping round my eyes. Arcs appearing at the corners of my mouth. I am thirty-six. And I am nothing.

I excuse myself, mumble that the coach journey has exhausted me and bolt towards the stairs and up to my room, desperate to be alone. I want to plunge my head into my pillow and forget everything. I light a candle and lie on my bed, wondering if I should have taken a fortifying glass of Oxford punch. The smell of warmed spices and port wine seeps below my door, wrapping its fug around me like a shawl of softest lambs’ wool. A glass of punch would have helped me sleep, I think. Helped me blot out the words of my family. But perhaps not the words of Mr Longman, which are altogether more tenacious, more shameful. Had I been a gentleman, I would never have been sent packing with a frivolous request for a cookery book. He spoke to me as if I were little more than a servant. Not even worthy of a novel. Or a book of botany or lepidoptera.

I sniff at the spiced air, as if for consolation, when all of a sudden my thoughts are sent scattering. From below comes a long, high wail. Like the piercing shriek of a barn owl. I sit up, startled. The house is alive with rising voices, slamming doors, a rushing heave of wind through the hall and up the stairs. As if a fire has slipped under its skin.

All thoughts of Mr Longman, of poetry, of myself, are gone. I grab the candlestick, run to the landing and look over the bannisters. Everyone is gathered in the hall, caught in a broad beam of lamplight. And such a ruckus! Father is back and turning in flustered circles. Anna and Catherine are sobbing, Edgar is shouting, Mother has her head in her hands, Hatty is watching with an open mouth.

Booted feet race up the stairs towards me. It’s Father, his white hair standing in wild peaks, his cravat hanging loosely at his neck, his eyes flaring behind his wire-framed spectacles.

‘What is it?’ I ask, confused and frightened in equal measure.

‘We are finished, Eliza! Finished!’ He turns and runs down the stairs to the drawing room, with me – bewildered – at his heels. He catches sight of the punch bowl, its contents now carrying a thin pale scurf, and staggers towards it. He draws out the silver ladle, and drinks directly from its lip, so that punch streams into his collar.

‘We have lost everything.’ He takes another mouthful, his hand shaking. Crimson liquid runs down his neck, staining his shirt, his cravat, the lapels of his frock coat.

‘How?’ I stare at him, assuming he’s mistaken, or drunk, or with fever of the brain. Every week the Ipswich Journal lists a dozen or more bankruptcies, but none of the ilk of my father, a gentleman, a Bachelor of Law from St Johns’ College, Cambridge.

‘It’s not my fault, Eliza. I was overcharged for the leases of the Golden Lion and the King’s Head. Grossly overcharged. And the eight bushels of coal that were stolen left me severely out of pocket. I had no choice but to borrow.’ He plunges the ladle back into the punch bowl and lifts it to his dripping mouth.

‘Borrow from whom? Can we not repay them?’ I stare at Father and it’s as if I’m staring at a stranger, a man I’ve never known.

‘My debts are too huge… they’ll declare me bankrupt, imprison me with common criminals. We are finished, Eliza!’

Just as I reach to take the ladle from him, Catherine bursts into the drawing room. ‘Eliza, come quickly! Mother is in a swoon. Oh, what are we to do?’




CHAPTER FOUR [image: ] Ann SEASONED GRUEL

I think of the vicar’s words as I work our little patch of land that is no bigger than a tinderbox. Mam is bound to me with a rope that is three yards long. Together we hoe and dig and try to plant a few leeks. I say together, but mostly I am coaxing and cajoling. Mam, will you not kneel now? Mam, please do not pull so on the rope. Mam, stop your griping! All day long I am Mam this and Mam that.

Presently she begins to gnaw at the rope with her four teeth, which have become so loose I fear she shan’t have them much longer. When I try to prise her mouth from the rope, I see her tongue has a mossy coating. I sniff at her breath. Her mouth and gums carry the thick low reek of sickness but there’s no money for a doctor. All the money Jack sent has gone for Pa’s new crutch that must be made with the sturdiest wood. The vicar says Pa can only work the graveyard if his crutches are of the very best quality.

‘Mam, will you not sit still?’ The rope cuts deep into my arm every time she strains at it. She raises her bony hand as if to strike me. I flinch and am about to call for help from Pa – who is asleep upon the mattress – when I hear a familiar voice singing in the lane. My heart leaps. I know that voice anywhere. Always so chipper, so full of good cheer. A minute later and he’s swaggering through the gate like the cat that got the cream.

‘Who is it, Ann?’ Mam’s eyes are full of the terror, darting this way and that. But I’m so happy to see Jack, I rush towards him, forgetting the rope. Mam is pulled roughly behind me and starts clawing at my back.

‘For God’s sake,’ says Jack, all the song and swagger gone from him as he sees Mam and me lurching and tumbling. ‘What’s with the rope?’

I untie the rope and bind it instead round her wrists so that her hands stop their fevered scrabbling. Then I tell Jack how she has taken a turn for the worse, running away, taking all her garments off right down to her under-things, no longer recognising kith or kin. By the time I’ve finished, tears are pouring down my face and I can only gulp and choke.

‘Mam? Mam?’ Jack watches her squatting in the mud. ‘I’m back from London with a few coins for you and Pa. I’ve walked two days with a drover and his goats, just to… Mam?’

But she is staring at him, her eyes frozen with fear. ‘I don’t know you,’ she says, and starts struggling with the ropes around her wrists. And when she cannot loosen them, she tries to jump across the earth, heading for the lane. I pull her back and hold her tight to me, weeping and stroking her scalp until she lies still against me. Her bones are as thin as a bird’s and she smells like no mother should. It strikes me then that we have swapped parts, utterly and completely.

‘Oh, Ann,’ says Jack, shaking his head. ‘Why must she be tied up like a donkey?’

I wipe at my eyes with a muddy fist. Finally, I whisper, ‘The vicar wants her put in an asylum. He doesn’t like her wandering around not properly dressed. He says it’s not good for the morals of his parish. So I must tie her up.’

‘Morals!’ snorts Jack. ‘Since when has a churchman had morals?’

‘Hush,’ I say. ‘He’s a godly man and well intentioned. Pa says so.’

‘There’s only one place you’ll find God and it’s not in a church or a vicar.’

‘So where is it?’ I pull myself and Mam up, and Jack helps manoeuvre the both of us inside.

‘In a crust of bread,’ says Jack, without the shred of a smile. ‘Better still, in a good meal. I’ve always found him most present in a good hearty supper.’

His answer – and his voice so full of scorn – unsettles me. For didn’t Mam raise us to trust in the Lord? I’m on the verge of telling him he’s wrong, that sitting alone in church with the carved angels and the smell of burning candles makes me feel better, when I decide not to think about such things any longer. Mam is as quiet as a mouse now, all the terror gone.

‘Tell me stories of London, of your work,’ I beg. I have Jack to myself until Pa wakes up, or Mam starts her griping, or Septimus sets off with his barking, and I don’t want to waste time talking about God or church, or anything else for that matter.

‘I’m in the roasting kitchen now, skinning and trussing,’ Jack says. ‘There are two ranges as big as this mattress, and spits that can roast a whole sheep.’

‘A whole sheep…’ I have a notion of tender roasted mutton, flavoured with woodsmoke and forest herbs. Saliva floods into my mouth. I put an iron pot of oats and water on a trivet over the fire, which is low and half-hearted. ‘Tell me about the fine food you prepare.’

‘Well, last week a gentleman returned a soufflé and Master Soyer let us taste it.’

‘What’s a soufflé?’ I sigh, for that is how the word sounds. Soft and sweet as a summer breeze. I repeat the word in my head: Soufflé. Soufflé.

‘You beat eggs as light as air. And you make a batter of cream and butter, very fresh and the butter as bright as possible and cut very small. Then you flavour it. Master Soyer likes to use an Italian cheese, or sometimes the finest bitter chocolate. And into the oven, where it rises so tall you cannot believe it. And when you bite in, it’s like having cloud upon your tongue.’ Jack smacks his lips together.

I stir absently at the gruel and wish we had a few currants to sweeten it. And as I think of currants, all manner of other dried fruits swim before my eyes. I’ve seen them at the market in Tonbridge. Great mounds of wizened shining prunes and raisins, orange peel crusted white with sugary syrup, rings of apple like the softest palest leather.

‘There’s a larder just for game. Snipe, woodcock, pheasants, grouse, guinea fowl… And a meat safe where great haunches of beef and venison are stored. And suckling pigs and whole sheep. And a stove where nine stew pans can be bubbling all at once.’ Jack pauses and his eyes roll up to the ceiling, which is cracked and stained and has bindweed creeping at the corners. ‘You should see Master Soyer. In his red beret, with a diamond ring as big as an acorn. It doesn’t matter how hot the soup is, he plunges his finger in, diamond and all, and passes it across his tongue. And then he’s shaking in this and that – more salt, more pepper, more cayenne. Until it is just so.’

‘How grand,’ I murmur, thinking of the drama of it all, and how a kitchen is like a puppet show, a fairy tale, and how good it must feel to have none of the violent hunger that comes on me and Pa and Mam when food and money are scarce. And how good it must feel to be in a room that is always warm.

‘There are plenty of girls in the kitchen. But only pretty ones. The master says he wants no plain cooks in his kitchen.’ Jack prods the dying embers with a poker and yawns.

I concentrate on the gruel, pushing the spoon hard against the iron pot. For a second I feel as if a huge door has been slammed in my face. For I am plain indeed. And for how long have I nursed my little dream of working alongside Jack? Oh, months and months. Every night I go to sleep thinking of Master Soyer in his kitchen whites with me at his side, whisking, slicing, beating, tasting. That’ll teach me, I think. Dreams should be dreams and nothing more. I stir at the thin grey gruel with extra vigour. Mam is sleeping now, curled up on the mattress beside Pa. As peaceful as a pair of cats.

‘Tell me more.’ My voice comes out like the squeak of a mouse. Jack narrows his eyes and looks at me very close, but then he nods his head and starts describing all the grand dishes that have swept beneath his nose on their journey from the kitchen to the gentlemen diners. Pigeons wrapped in the leaves of vines. Oysters in crisp pastry cases. Whole Gloucester salmon in aspic. Yarmouth lobsters cooked in wine and herbs. Glazed tarts of pippin apples. Paper-thin layers of buttery pastry spread with greengages, apricots, peaches, cherries, served with great gouts of golden cream.

‘Well,’ I say. ‘It’s gruel for us tonight, with a smidgen of salt and pepper.’ Whereupon he reaches into his pocket, pulls out a twist of greased paper and opens it. Immediately I smell the tang of heather honey.

‘For you, Ann.’ In his grimed palm sits an oozing chunk of honeycomb as big as a plover’s egg.

I clap my hands in delight, my tongue waggling with greed. As we eat our gruel I make the clots of chewy wax last as long as possible, pushing them round and round my mouth, pressing them against my molars, sucking on them ’til they slip sweetly down my throat. When my bowl is wiped clean and the honeycomb quite gone from my teeth, I tell Jack about the vicar wanting me to get a position, and thinking me resourceful and clever.

‘And if Mam won’t go to his asylum?’ asks Jack. But I don’t answer him. And I say nothing of Pa trying to strangle Mam when I have left them for barely an hour. Jack puts his bowl on the floor so that Septimus may lick it clean. ‘And what do you want, Ann?’

‘I want to be…’ I pause, and then the word rushes from me. ‘A cook.’

‘A cook?’ And he is doubled up, laughing so hard the tears stream from his eyes.

‘Yes,’ I reply, hurt. ‘A plain cook.’

He points at his empty gruel bowl and starts laughing again. Then he wipes his eyes and says he’s sorry and that even he – after three years of kitchen service – has only just moved up from turning spits. I want to remind him that I can read and write, and he cannot. That I can dream. And hope. But I hold my tongue. For what is the use?

My eye turns, of its own accord, to the shelf where Mam’s books once sat. And that is when I know I’m all alone. A strange forsaken feeling comes over me. As if I’m standing on the very edge of the earth. Utterly alone.




CHAPTER FIVE [image: ] Eliza BROWN BREAD PUDDING

I remove my books from their shelves, one by one, pausing to caress a particularly handsome spine or a binding of embossed Italian leather. Wordsworth, Keats, Shelley, Coleridge – I wrap each volume in a sheet of old newspaper and consign it carefully to a tea chest. I linger on the next shelf: the collected works of Ann Candler, seven volumes of Mrs Hemans’ poems and three of L. E. Landon’s. Every now and then I flick through the pages, reading a verse silently in my head, feeling wings sprouting on my shoulder blades.

When my small library is packed away, I grope beneath my mattress for a final volume… neat, elegant and tightly bound in silk of sapphire blue. I sit on the edge of my bed and stare at it: The Poems of Eliza Acton. How slender and flimsy it seems. I run my finger down its spine, then lift it to my nose, inhaling its dry odour of dust and parchment. I open the book and feel the same sense of satisfaction as when I held it in my hands for the very first time, struck by how the neat orderliness of printing had transformed the inky sentiment of my verse. Moulded it into something with greater clarity. Bestowed upon it a weightiness and significance. And detached it from me, the final severing of an umbilical cord. The feeling had pleased me then, and it pleases me now. But as I look more closely, my insides curl and cringe… My first affections, and my last, were thine – thine only – fare thee well!

How youthful those words seem now. Perhaps Mother was right. They are overwrought, brimming with exaggerated emotion. Or so it seems, a decade on. My new poems are better, defter, more mature. And yet Mr Longman… An image of him comes to me, his plump ringed fingers patting at his pockets, the ticking of his gold pocket watch echoing in the swelter of his office, his vast polished desk that had sat between us like the Great Wall of China. He has yet to return my poems. Lost, no doubt. Drowned in the deluge of manuscripts – biographies, books of science, poetry, gothic novels – that come daily from the sweating fists of hopeful writers everywhere.

I slip the volume into the tea chest and look around my bedchamber: the empty grate, the damask curtains that have been taken from their hooks and folded in neat squares, the old Turkey rug rolled up and propped against the mahogany washstand. We are taking only the bare essentials: beds and linen, two tallboys, the elm kitchen table and the mahogany dining table with matching chairs. Everything else is to be sold at auction: the prints and paintings, the crystal, the silver plate, the feather mattresses, the wall clocks, the rugs and books. All except my collection of books which I fought to keep, offering up every piece of jewellery in its place. Much to the surprise of my sisters who declared themselves flabbergasted that I should prefer books to my triple string of pearls, or my diamond ear drops on gold wires, or my brooch of amethysts and rose quartz.

‘Eliza! Eliza!’ Mother’s voice rises from the floor below.

I place the lid on the tea chest ready to be nailed down, and pick my way downstairs. The entire house is awry, with the heaving of furniture, the rolling of rugs, the lifting of portraits and maps from the picture rails, the dismantling of curtains, the wrapping and crating of china, books, mirrors and every piece of ornamentation from my past. All to grace the homes of others now. We are to leave for our new rented accommodation after dark, when no one will see us. Like thieves in the night.

Mother appears, her fingers chewing at the jet crucifix at her neck. ‘Cook is in a terrible state. Do hurry down to the kitchen, Eliza.’ She turns away and barks instructions at a boy standing idle in the hall.

‘The kitchen?’ I have not been below stairs for months and months. The kitchen, larders and scullery are the domain of Mrs Durham, the cook, who does not like visitors. Our previous cook was more open-hearted and as a girl I would cut pastry into oak leaves for decorating the crusts of pies, or punch my small fists into mounds of frothy dough. But Mrs Durham is decidedly unwelcoming. Only Mother and Hatty are permitted to take the back stairs now. Or Father, should he wish to check the contents of his wine cellar. But the wine has gone early to auction. And Father has fled to France.

Cook is sitting at the table surrounded by glass jars, tins of salt and loaves of sugar, baskets of eggs and onions. And at her feet, a circle of sacks – of flour, chestnuts, hops. ‘Is none of this wanted, Miss Eliza?’ Her eyes are pink, and her face washed through with the tracks of tears.

‘It’s all been so sudden, Miss Eliza. And to see the advertisement in The Ipswich Journal, even before we hears it from the mistress herself.’ She pulls a fraying handkerchief from her pocket and blows noisily into it.

‘But you’re coming with us to Tonbridge. We shall need a good cook for our… boarding house.’ I frown at the words, new in my mouth. Boarding house. Boarding house. I don’t like the feel of them in my throat or the sound of them in the air. I shake my head. But they hang there, like unripe fruit clinging to a windblown branch. ‘Only you and Hatty are being retained,’ I add, unsure if Mother has explained anything. ‘Other servants we must find in Tonbridge.’ If we can afford them… which is unlikely.

Cook nods and blows her nose again.
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