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One

Pansy

HIGHGATE, LONDON, 1897

Thursday, the middle of February. It was cold and dark, 
the wind and rain battering the attic roof. A most 

begrudging sort of a day. But Thursdays were sacred to Pansy. 
Even during the cold snap in January, she’d struggled out 
through deep, crisp snow on her day off, because every 
Thursday, Pansy went home.

She checked her reflection by candlelight in the small, 
chipped mirror that Maisie, one of the other maids, had brought 
upstairs. The glass was dark and stained, the light wavering, 
but she could just about see that her new blue hat sat well 
upon the chestnut waves that she usually wore coiled beneath 
a servant’s cap, and that her green eyes looked hopeful for 
once. She glanced away from the bitter lines that were starting 
to pinch at the sides of her mouth and hurried down the stairs: 
two, three, four flights, then another to the basement. In a 
moment she would let herself out through the kitchen door 
into the waiting morning and her heart gave a little skip. Lashing 
wet and dark it might be, but it would take a force greater 
than nature to keep Pansy from Elstree on a Thursday. At 
Garrowgate Hall, however, there was a force greater than 
nature: the will of her mistress, Maude Blythe.

Mrs Clarendon, the housekeeper who enforced that will, 
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was lurking in the shadows of the flagged and draughty base-
ment corridor. ‘Charlotte’s sick. You’re needed,’ she said when 
she saw Pansy.

And with those four words, Pansy saw her wonderful 
Thursday – her mother’s smile, her sister’s hugs, home cooking 
and all the other joys of a day in Elstree – vanish like a genie.

‘It’s my day off!’ Pansy exclaimed in anguish. ‘Mrs Clarendon, 
ma’am,’ she added.

‘I’m well aware. But do you suppose the mistress cares about 
that?’

‘Not for one minute,’ said Pansy with some rancour, briefly 
forgetting her manners.

‘Enough of that tone. Back upstairs with you and change 
into your uniform. There’s not a moment to lose, the house 
won’t run itself.’

Didn’t Pansy know it? The round of daily tasks was endless, 
their monotony relentless. It was inevitable that she would 
obey. Still, she couldn’t move for a moment, disappointment 
rooting her to the floor. ‘But my mother expects me. She’ll be 
worried. I can’t let her down like that.’

‘You should be concerned not to let Mrs Blythe down, the 
woman who pays your wage, to whom you owe your loyalty.’

Pansy couldn’t care less about letting Mrs Blythe down but 
she only said, ‘Yes, Mrs Clarendon. Only, when can I go instead? 
Will I swap with one of the other girls over the weekend?’

The housekeeper huffed and rolled her eyes. ‘How on earth 
would that work? You can go next Thursday, for heaven’s sake, 
girl, it’s only a week.’

‘But it’s in my terms, Mrs Clarendon! Excuse me, but it is. 
A day off every week! It’s a condition of my employment, 
ma’am!’ Pansy was aware that she was talking in exclamation 
marks, but she was boiling with outrage.
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‘So is stepping up when needed. I won’t debate this, Tilney. 
Get changed or find another position.’ Clarendon turned on 
her heel and the kitchen swallowed her up.

Pansy was still having trouble moving. Only a week. 
Clarendon said it as though a week was a mere seven- day 
snippet, when for Pansy it was a desert a thousand miles wide. 
But it wasn’t just that. Her Thursdays contributed more to her 
survival than food and water, she firmly believed it. They 
allowed her to get through the next week. Her days at home 
were the most treasured part of her existence; the only time 
she truly felt like herself. The rest of the time, she wasn’t really 
sure who Pansy Tilney had become.

She’d been working as a maid for the wealthy Blythe family 
for seven years now and during that time her personality had 
been dulled, her sense of hope eroded and all her better traits 
methodically replaced, one at a time, by less admirable ones. 
She was simply Tilney, a functional being. It was only on a 
Thursday that she could recapture something of the girl she 
used to be, before she left home at sixteen on what was to 
have been her great adventure.

Eventually she turned and dragged herself back upstairs, 
chancing the main staircase as it was nearer; she’d already 
loitered long enough and Mrs Clarendon would be champing 
at the bit. It wasn’t as though any of the family would be up 
and about at this time. But, as if her day needed to get any 
worse, she ran smack bang into none other than the mistress 
on the second- floor landing.

‘Beg pardon, ma’am,’ she muttered, keeping her head down 
and dodging to one side. Servants were supposed to be silent 
and invisible, like good fairies who did all the work and made 
everything run like clockwork, so the family could enjoy its 
genteel hours under the illusion that life just happened like that.
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Nowhere was this the case more than in the Blythe house. 
Some employers looked for diligence, honesty and a willingness 
to work hard when they hired their domestic staff. The Blythes 
looked for all that and more: a pleasing appearance, a genteel 
voice, considerable height, a graceful build, a light tread, the 
ability to stay out of sight, to stay spotlessly clean even when 
cleaning out coal fires or emptying slop buckets and to know 
intuitively when they were about to cross paths with a Blythe 
and melt away. Pansy excelled in all of these requirements but 
she wasn’t supposed to be at work today. Her senses had briefly 
deserted her. And when was Maude Blythe ever out of bed 
and fully dressed at seven in the morning?

She crept past, hoping that if she didn’t look at the mistress, 
the mistress somehow wouldn’t notice her. No such luck.

‘Wait!’
The voice was imperious. It could crack glass. Pansy stopped.
‘Turn!’
Pansy turned round and reluctantly raised her eyes. Maude 

Blythe wore purple and her pale blue eyes were appalled. 
‘Who are you and what are you doing in my house?’

‘It’s Tilney, ma’am, housemaid. It was to be my day off but 
one of the other girls is sick. Mrs Clarendon caught me on my 
way out and sent me to change. I’m stepping in.’

There was a little pause, as who knew what thoughts went 
through Mrs Blythe’s mind. Then she said, ‘Ah,’ and walked 
away.

Pansy watched her disappear, feeling her face screw itself 
into a caricature of disbelief. The mistress hadn’t said one word 
of commiseration or thanks. She couldn’t even recognise her 
own staff when she saw them out of uniform. Well, of course 
not; she never looked at them. The last time Mrs Blythe had 
looked Pansy in the eye was when they were introduced, seven 
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years ago, when Pansy had been given the job. She’d been 
happy and proud, then, if you could believe that.

She climbed the last stairs to the attic and sank onto her 
bed. She shared her room with two other girls, Lou and Maisie, 
but they’d been hard at work for two hours already. Removing 
her coat and bodice felt more difficult than carrying water 
buckets or firewood. She couldn’t quite believe that her 
Thursday, her lovely Thursday, had been taken from her.

‘You’ve been an age,’ said Mrs Clarendon when Pansy finally 
appeared in the kitchen, wearing her morning uniform of pale 
blue print with white apron and cap. In the afternoons they 
changed into black dress, white apron and white cap with 
streamers. It felt odd being her work self and dressed to fit, 
when twenty minutes ago she’d been in her own hat and coat, 
ready to be Pansy. ‘Prepare the drawing room. Fresh flowers, 
lay the fire, oh, and Thursday’s rug day. Take them out and 
beat them. Miss Blythe’s expecting Miss Crawford – oh, I 
should call her the young Mrs Blythe now! I keep forgetting. 
Quick sharp, now.’

‘Bad luck, Pansy, love,’ muttered Lou, hurrying past with a 
slop bucket.

Pansy did the fire first, then the India rugs, one at a time. 
There were six in the drawing room, all in shades of turquoise, 
powder blue and gold. They were huge and heavy. She carried 
the first into the yard and struggled to hoist it over the line. 
Then she beat that rug as if her life depended on it.

It was still raining, though not as hard. With each stroke, 
she pictured Rowena Blythe’s perfect face and imagined hitting 
the hell out of it, knocking her pearly teeth down her swan- like 
throat and bruising her satin skin purple as a grape. Then, for 
variety, she pictured Rowena’s mother, Maude Blythe. Then 
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her father. When she came to beating the second rug, she 
imagined she was whacking old Clarendon and then the young 
Mrs Blythe, Verity Crawford as was, who had married the 
eldest Blythe son at Christmas. When she was satisfied that 
she had sufficiently vented her feelings towards Verity Blythe, 
she imagined Rowena, all over again. She hated Rowena most 
of all.

When did I become this person? she wondered, as she carried 
the final rug back to the drawing room and spread it in place 
before the gold damask divan. When did so much hate creep 
inside and fill me up?

As she left the room to search for flowers to fill the vases 
and jugs of lustre and crystal, she bumped into John Hobbs, 
senior footman, and the love of Pansy’s life.

‘Good morning, Pansy!’ he exclaimed, beaming that good- 
natured smile of his. ‘Whatever are you doing here on a 
Thursday?’

‘Morning, John. Charlotte only went and got sick. Old 
Clarendon collared me on the way out. I can’t go.’

‘That’s terrible.’ John more than anyone knew what Thursdays 
meant to Pansy. They were friends, the two of them; they 
talked and laughed and confided in each other. They’d been 
working together for seven years now, living in the same house 
and, among the large staff, the two of them had formed an 
immediate rapport. John often said Pansy was like a sister to 
him – which drove her mad. And that was as far as it went 
because, as helplessly in love as Pansy was with John, so was 
John with someone else. It was doomed, and he knew it was 
doomed, and Pansy waited achingly in the wings for him to 
decide to allow himself a chance at happiness. She wouldn’t 
mind being second choice if it meant she could be with John 
Hobbs, the kindest and best man she had ever met.

V1_9781035006953_THEELOPEMENT_TEXT.indd   6V1_9781035006953_THEELOPEMENT_TEXT.indd   6 23/05/2022   08:5923/05/2022   08:59



The Elopement 7

But he was steadfast in his love – though the object of his 
affections, in turn, probably didn’t even know his name. She 
would never conceive what a good, noble heart he had, simply 
because he wasn’t a duke or a lord, or a bloody king. And so 
they were both trapped here; Pansy doomed for ever to follow 
John around, and John to trail worshipfully in the wake of 
Rowena Blythe.
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