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Extract from Longbourn by Jo Baker

CHAPTER |

The butler... Mrs Hill and the two housemaids...

THERE COULD BE no wearing of clothes without their laundering,
just as surely as there could be no going without clothes, not in Hertford-
shire anyway, and not in September. Washday could not be avoided, but
the weekly purification of the household’s linen was nonetheless a dismal
prospect for Sarah.
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The air was sharp at four thirty in the morning, when she started
work. The iron pump-handle was cold, and even with her mitts on, her
chilblains flared as she heaved the water up from the underground dark
and into her waiting pail. A long day to be got through, and this just the
very start of it.

All else was stillness. Sheep huddled in drifts on the hillside; birds in
the hedgerows were flufted like thistledown; in the woods, fallen leaves
rustled with the passage of a hedgehog; the stream caught starlight and
glistened over rocks. Below, in the barn, cows huffed clouds of sweet
breath, and in the sty, the sow twitched, her piglets bundled at her belly.
Mrs Hill and her husband, up high in their tiny attic, slept the black
blank sleep of deep fatigue; two floors below, in the principal bedcham-
ber, Mr and Mrs Bennet were a pair of churchyard humps under the
counterpane. The young ladies, all five of them sleeping in their beds,
were dreaming of whatever it was that young ladies dream. And over it
all, icy starlight shone; it shone on the slate rooves and flagged yard and
the necessary house and the shrubbery and the little wilderness off to
the side of the lawn, and on the coveys where the pheasants huddled, and
on Sarah, one of the two Longbourn housemaids, who cranked the pump,
and filled a bucket, and rolled it aside, her palms already sore, and then
set another bucket down to fill it too. Over the eastern hills the sky was
tading to a transparent indigo. Sarah, glancing up, hands stuffed into her
armpits, her breath clouding the air, dreamed of the wild places beyond
the horizon where it was already fully light, and of how, when her day
was over, the sun would be shining on other places still, on the Barba-
does and Antigua and Jamaica where the dark men worked half-naked,
and on the Americas where the Indians wore almost no clothes at all,
and where there was consequently very little in the way of laundry, and
how one day she would go there, and never have to wash other people’s
underthings again.

Because, she thought, as she fixed the pails to the yoke, ducked into
it, and staggered upright, really no one should have to deal with anoth-
er person’s dirty linen. The young ladies might behave like they were
smooth and sealed as alabaster statues underneath their clothes, but
then they would drop their soiled shifts on the bedchamber floor, to be
whisked away and cleansed, and would thus reveal themselves to be the
frail, leaking, forked bodily creatures that they really were. Perhaps that
was why they spoke instructions at her from behind an embroidery hoop
or over the top of a book: she had scrubbed away their sweat, their stains,
their monthly blood; she knew they weren’t as rarefied as angels, and so
they just couldn’t look her in the eye.
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The pails slopped as Sarah stumbled back across the yard; she was just
approaching the scullery door when her foot skidded out from under-
neath her, and her balance was gone. The moment extended itself, so that
she had time enough to see the pails fly up and away, oft the yoke, empty-
ing themselves, and see all her work undo itself, and to realize that when
she landed, it would hurt. Then the pails hit the ground and bounced,
making a racket that startled the rooks cawing from the beeches; Sarah
landed hard on the stone flags. Her nose confirmed what she had already
guessed: she had slipped in hogshit.

The sow had got out yesterday, and all her piglets skittering after her,
and nobody had cleared up after them yet; nobody had had the time. Each
day’s work trickled over into the next, and nothing was ever finished,
so you could never say, Look, that’s it, the day’s labour is over and done.
Work just lingered and festered and lay in wait, to make you slip up in
the morning.

After breakfast, by the kitchen fire, feet tucked up under her, Lydia
sipped her sugared milk, and complained to Mrs Hill.

“You don’t know how lucky you are, Hill. Hidden away all nice and
cosy down here.’

‘I you say so, Miss Lyddie.

‘Oh, I do say so! You can do what you like, can’t you, with no one
hovering over you and scrutinizing you? Lord! If I have to listen to Jane
thou-shalt-notting me one more time — and I was only having a bit of
fun—

Next door, down the step into the scullery, Sarah leaned over the wash-
board, rubbing at a stained hem. The petticoat had been three inches deep
in mud when she’d retrieved it from the girls’ bedroom floor and had had
anight’s soaking in lye already; the soap was not shifting the mark, but it
was biting into her hands, already cracked and chapped and chilblained,
making them sting. If Elizabeth had the washing of her own petticoats,
Sarah often thought, she’d most likely be a sight more careful with them.

The copper steamed, a load of linen boiling away in there; in front of
her the fogged window was laddered with drips. Sarah stepped neatly
from the duckboard by the sinks to the duckboard by the copper, over the
murky slither of the stone floor. She slopped the petticoat into the grey
bubbling water, lifted the laundry stick, and prodded the fabric down,
poking the air out of it, then stirring. She had been told — and so she
must believe — that it was necessary to wash a petticoat quite white, even
it it was to be got filthy again at the next wearing.

Polly was elbow-deep in the cold slate sink, sloshing Mr Bennet’s
neck-cloths around in the rinsing water, then lifting them out one by one
to dunk them in the bowl of cold rice-water, to starch them.
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‘How much more we got to go, d’you think, Sarah?’

Sarah glanced around, assessing. The tubs of soaking linen; the heaps
of sodden stuft” at various stages of its cleansing. Some places, they got
in help for washday. Not here, though; oh no. At Longbourn House they
washed their own dirty linen.

“There is sheets, and pillowslips, and there is our shifts, too—

Polly wiped her hands on her apron and went to count the loads off
on her fingers, but then saw how startlingly pink they were; she frowned,
turning them, examining her hands as if they were interesting but un-
connected to her. They must be quite numb, for the time being at least.

‘And there are the napkins to do, too,” Sarah added.

It had been that unfortunate time of the month, when all the women
in the house had been more than usually short-tempered, clumsy and
prone to tears, and then had bled. The napkins now soaked in a separate
tub that smelt uneasily of the butcher’s shop; they’d be boiled last, in the
dregs of the copper, before it was emptied.

‘T reckon we have five more loads to do.’

Sarah huffed a sigh, and plucked at the seam under her arm; she had
already sweated through her dress, which she hated. It was a poplin de-
scribed by Mrs Hill as Eau de Nile, though Sarah always thought of it as
Eau de Bile ; the unpleasant colour itself did not matter, since there was
no one to see her in it, but the cut really did. It had been made for Mary,
and was meant for pastry-soft arms, for needlework, for the pianoforte. It
did not allow for the flex and shift of’ proper muscle, and Sarah only wore
it now because her other dress, a mousy linseywoolsey, had been sponged
and dabbed and was patchy wet, and hanging on the line to air the piggy
stink out of it.

‘Dump them shifts in next,” she said. “You stir for a bit, and I'll scrub.’

Save your poor little hands, Sarah thought, though her own were al-
ready raw. She stepped back from the copper to the duckboards by the
sinks, stood aside to let Polly pass. Then she scooped a neck-cloth out
from the starch with the laundry tongs, and watched its jellied drip back
into the bowl.

Polly, thumping the stick around in the copper, plucked at her lower
lip with blunt fingernails. She was still sore-eyed and smarting from the
telling-off she had had from Mrs Hill, about the state of the yard. In
the morning she had the fires to do, and then the water to take up, and
then the Sunday dinner was underway; and then they had ate, and then
it had got dark, and who can go shovelling up hog-doings by starlight?
And hadn’t she had the pans to scour then anyway? Her fingertips were
worn quite away with all the sand. And, come to think of it, wasn’t the
fault in the person who had let the sty’s gate-latch get slack, so that a
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good snouty nudge was all it took to open it? Shouldn’t they be blaming
not poor put-upon Polly for Sarah’s fall and wasted work — she glanced
around and dropped her voice so that the old man would not actually
hear her — but Mr Hill himself, who was in charge of the hogs” upkeep?
Shouldn’t he be obliged to clean up after them? What use was the old
tatterdemalion anyway? Where was he when he was needed? They could
really do with another pair of hands, weren’t they always saying so?

Sarah nodded along, and made sympathetic noises, though she had
stopped listening quite some time ago.

By the time the hall clock had hitched itself’ round to the strike of
four, Mr and Mrs Hill were serving a washday cold collation — the rem-
nants of the Sunday roast — to the family in the dining room, and the
two housemaids were in the paddock, hanging out the washing, the
damp cloth steaming in the cool afternoon. One of Sarah’s chilblains had
cracked with the work, and was weeping; she raised it to her mouth and
sucked the blood away, so that it would not stain the linen. For a moment
she stood absorbed in the various sensations of hot tongue on cold skin,
stinging chilblain, salt blood, warm lips; so she was not really looking,
and she could have been mistaken, but she thought she saw movement on
the lane that ran across the hillside opposite; the lane that linked the old
high drovers’ road to London with the village of Longbourn and, beyond
that, the new Meryton turnpike.

‘Look, Polly — d’you see?’

Polly took a peg out from between her teeth, pinned up the shirt she
was holding to the line, then turned and looked. The lane ran between
two ancient hedges; the flocks and herds came that way on their long
journey from the north. You'd hear the beasts before you saw them, a low
burr of sound from cows still in the distance, the geese a bad-tempered
honking, the yearlings calling for mothers left behind. And when they
passed the house, it was like snow, transforming; and there were men
from the deep country with their strange voices, who were gone before
you knew they were really there.

‘T don’t see no one, Sarah.’

‘No, but, look—

The only movement now was of the birds, hopping along through the
hedgerow, picking at berries. Polly turned away, scuffed her toe in the
dry ground, turfing up a stone; Sarah stood and stared a moment longer.
The hedge was thick with old tea-coloured beech leaves, the holly looked
almost black in the low sun, and the bones of the hazel were bare in
stretches where it had been most recently laid.

‘Nothing.’

‘But there was someone.’
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“Well, there isn’t now.’

Polly picked up the stone and lobbed it, as if to prove a point. It fell far
short of the lane, but seemed somehow to decide the matter.

‘Oh well”

One peg in her hand, a second between her teeth, Sarah pinned out an-
other shift, still gazing off in that direction; maybe it had been a trick of
the light, of the rising steam in low autumn sun, maybe Polly was rlght
after all — then she stopped, shielded her eyes — and there it was again,
further down the lane now, passing behind a stretch of bare laid hedge.
There he was. Because it was a man, she was sure of it: a glimpse of grey
and black, a long loping gait; a man used to distances. She fumbled the
peg out of her mouth, gestured, hand flapping.

“There, Polly, do you see now? Scotchman, it’s got to be.’

Polly tutted, rolled her eyes, but turned again to stare.

And he was gone, behind a stretch of knotted blackthorn. But there
was something else now; Sarah could almost hear it: a flicker of sound, as
though he — the scotchman that he must be, with his tally-stick scotched
with his accounts, and a knapsack full of silliness and gewgaws — was
whistling to himself. It was faint, and it was strange; it seemed to come
from half a world away.

‘D’you hear that, Pol?” Sarah held up a reddened hand for quiet.

Polly swung round and glared at her. ‘Don’t call me Pol, you know I
don’t like it.’

‘Shhh!’

Polly stamped. ‘It’s only 'cos of Miss Mary that I have to be called
Polly even at all’

‘Please, Polly!

‘It’s only "cos she’s the Miss and I imnt, that she got to be called Mary,
and I had to be changed to Polly, even though my christened name is
Mary too.

Sarah clicked her tongue and waved for her to shush, still peering out
towards the lane. Polly’s outbursts were all too familiar, but this was new:
a man who walked the roads with a pack on his back and a tune on his
lips. When the ladies were done with his wares, he’d come down to the
kitchen to sell off his cheaper bits and pieces. Oh, if’ only she had some-
thing nicer to wear! There was no point wishing for her linseywoolsey,
since it was just as ugly as her Eau de Bile. But: chapbooks and ballads, or
ribbons and buttons, and tin-plated bracelets that would stain your arm
green in a fortnight — oh, what happiness a scotchman represented, in
this out-of-the-way, quiet, entirely changeless place!
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The lane disappeared behind the house, and there could be no further
sight or sound of anyone passing by, so she finished pegging out the
shift, snapped out the next and pegged it too, clumsy with haste.

‘Come on, Polly, pull your weight there, would you?’

But Polly flounced away across the paddock, to lean on the wall and
talk to the horses that grazed at liberty in the next field. Sarah saw her
rummaging in her apron pocket and handing over windfalls; she stroked
their noses for a while, while Sarah continued with their work. Then
Polly hitched herself up onto the wall and sat there, kicking her heels,
head bowed, squinting in the low sun. Half the time, Sarah thought, it is
like she has fairies whispering in her ear.

And out of tenderness for Polly — for a washday is a fatiguing thing
indeed, while you are still growing, and while you are not yet yourself
quite reconciled to your labours — Sarah finished off the work alone, and
let Polly wander oftf unreprimanded, to go about whatever business she
might have, of dropping twigs into the stream, or collecting beechnuts.

When Sarah carried the last empty linen basket up from the paddock,
it was getting dark, and the yard had still not been cleaned. She slopped
it down with grey laundry-water from the tubs, and let the lye-soap do
its work on the flagstones.

Mrs Hill was burdened with a washday temper; she had been alone at
the mercy of the bells all day: the Bennets made few concessions to her
lack of assistance while the housemaids were occupied with the linen.

When Sarah came through from clearing the scullery, hands smarting,
back aching, arms stiff with overwork, Mrs Hill was laying the table for
the servants” dinner. She slapped a plate of cold souse down and glared
at Sarah, as if’ to say, Abandon me, and this is what you can expect. You
only have yourself to blame. The pickled brawn was greyish pink, jellied,
a convenience when cooking was not to be contemplated; Sarah regarded
it with loathing.

Mr Hill sidled in. Beyond him, in the yard, Sarah caught a glimpse
of one of the labourers from the next farm along, who tucked in his
neckerchief and raised a hand in farewell. Mr Hill just nodded to him,
and shut the door. He wiped his hands on his trousers, tongue exploring
a troubling tooth. He sat down. The souse wobbled on the table as Mrs
Hill cut the bread.

Sarah slipped into the pantry, where she gathered up the mustard pot
and the stone jar of pickled walnuts, and the black butter and the horse-
radish, and brought this armful of condiments back to the kitchen ta-
ble with her, setting them down beside the salt and butter. The feeling
was returning to her hands now and her chilblains were a torment; she
rubbed at them, the flank of one hand chafing against the other. Mrs Hill
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frowned at her and shook her head. Sarah sat on her hands, which was
some relief: Mrs Hill was right, scratching would only make them worse,
but it was an agony not to scratch.

Polly ambled in from the yard with a cloud of fresh air, rosy cheeks
and an innocent look, as though she had been working as hard as anybody
could be reasonably expected to work: she sat at the table and picked up
her knife and spoon, and then put them down again when Mr Hill dipped
his grizzled face towards his linked fists. Sarah and Mrs Hill joined their
hands together too, and muttered along with him as he said Grace. When
he was done there was a clattering and scrabbling of cutlery. The souse
shivered under Mrs Hill’s knife.

‘Is he upstairs then, missus?” Sarah asked.

Mrs Hill did not even look up. ‘Hm?’

“The scotchman. Is he still upstairs with the ladies? I thought he’d be
done up there by now.’

Mrs Hill frowned impatiently, slapped a lump of the jelly onto her
husband’s plate, another onto Sarah’s. “‘What?’

‘She thinks she saw a scotchman,” Polly said.

‘1 did see a scotchman.’

“You didn’t. You just wish you did.’

Mr Hill looked up from his plate; pale eyes flicked from one girl to the
other. Silenced, Sarah poked at the pickled brawn; Polly, feeling this to be
a victory, shovelled hers up into a grin. Mr Hill returned his baleful gaze
to his plate.

‘There’s no one called at the house at all,” Mrs Hill said. ‘Not since Mrs
Long this morning.’

‘I thought I saw a man. I thought I saw him coming down the lane.’

‘Must have been one of the farmhands.’

Mr Hill scraped the jelly up to his mouth, his jaw swinging back and
forth like a cow’s, to make best use of his few teeth. Sarah tried not to no-
tice himj; it was a trick to be performed at every meal time: the not-notic-
ing of Mr Hill. No, she wanted to say; it was not one of the farmhands, it
could not have been. She had seen him. And she had heard him, whistling
that faint, uncatchable tune. The idea that it could have been one of those
rawboned lumpen boys, or one of the shambling old men you'd come
upon sitting on stiles, gumming their pipes — she was just not having it.

But she knew better than to protest, in the face of Mr Hill’s silence,
Mrs Hill's brittle temper, and Polly’s general contrariness. Mrs Hill,
though, seeing her disappointment, softened; she reached over and tucked
a loose strand of Sarah’s hair back inside her cap.

‘Eat your dinner up, love.
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Sarah’s smile was small and quickly gone. She cut oft a small piece
of souse, smeared it with mustard, and then horseradish, then blobbed
it with black butter, spiked a slice of pickled walnut, and placed the lot
cautiously between her lips. She chewed. The stuft was hammy, jellied,
with melting bits of brain and stringy shreds of cheeks and scraps of
unexpected crunch. She swallowed, and took a swift gulp of her small
beer. The one good thing about today was that it would soon be over.

After dinner, she and Polly and Mrs Hill sat, silent with fatigue, and
passed the pot of goose-grease between them. Sarah dug out a whitish
lump and softened it between her fingertips. She eased the grease into
her raw hands, then flexed and curled her fingers. Though still sore, the
skin was made supple again, and did not split.

Mr Hill, out of kindness to the women, washed up the dinner things
ineffectually in the scullery; they could hear the slapping water, the scrap-
ing and clattering. Mrs Hill winced for the china.

Later, Mr B. would ring the library bell for a slice of cake to go with his
Madeira wine, making Mr Hill start bad-temperedly awake and shamble
off to give it to him. An hour or so after that, Mrs Hill would fetch away
his crumby plate and smeared glass, and Sarah would gather the ladies’
supper things from the parlour and carry them down on a chinking tray,
and that would be that. On washday, the supper dishes could wait for
tomorrow’s water. On a washday, too, Sarah did not have the attention
necessary to read whatever book she had borrowed last from Mr B. In-
stead she had a lend of his old Courier, and read out loud, for Mrs Hill’s
benefit, the news from three days ago, soft with folding and refolding, the
ink smudging on her goose-greased hands.

She read softly — so as not to disturb the sleeping child or the drowsy
old man — the account of new hopes for a swift victory in Spain, and how
Bonaparte had now been put on the back foot, and would soon be on the
hop, the notion of which made her think of the war as a dance, and gen-
erals joining hands and spinning. And then there was a noise.

Sarah let the paper hang from her hand. ‘Did you hear that?’

‘Eh?” asked Mrs Hill, blinking up from the edge of sleep. “‘What?’

‘I don’t know, a noise outside. Something.’

A soft whinny then, and the bump and thud of horses unsettled in
their stalls.

‘T think there’s someone out there.” Sarah set the paper aside, went to
lift the child’s sleeping head off her knee.

‘It's nothing,” Mrs Hill said.

Polly sat up, still three-quarters asleep. Mr Hill muttered, blinked,
then reared up suddenly, wiping his chin. “‘What is it?’

‘I heard something.’
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They all listened for a moment.

‘It might be gypsies— Sarah said.

‘What would gypsies want here?” Mr Hill asked.

“Well, the horses.’

‘Gypsies know horses; gypsies would have more sense.’

They listened again. Polly leaned her head against Sarah’s shoulder,
eyes closing.

‘It’s nothing. It’s probably a rat,” said Mrs Hill. ‘Puss’ll see to it.’

Sarah nodded, but still listened. Polly’s breathing softened again, her
body going slack.

‘All right, then,” Sarah said. ‘Bed.’

As Sarah stripped the lacing from her stays, moonlight seeped under-
neath the curtains, and soaked right through their weave. In her shift,
she drew back the drapes and looked out across the yard, at the moon
hanging huge and yellow above the stables. All was clear, almost, as day;
the buildings stood silent, the windows dark; there was no movement. No
gypsies certainly, not even the slip-scurry of a rat.

Might it be the scotchman? Might he be bedding down for the night
here, and away at dawn before anybody knew? His pack empty, he’d be off
to restock at one of the market or manufacturing towns. Now that would
be a thing indeed, to live like that. To be there and gone and never stay-
ing anywhere a moment longer than you wanted; to wander through the
narrow lanes and the wide city streets, perhaps even as far as the sea. By
tomorrow, who knew: he could be at Stevenage, or maybe even London.

Her candle guttered in the draught. Sarah blew out the flame, dropped
the curtain, and crept into bed beside Polly’s sleeping warmth. She lay
looking across at the veiled window: she would not get a wink, not to-
night; she was quite sure of it, not with the bright moonlight and the
knowledge that the pedlar might yet be out there. But Sarah, being
young, and having been on her feet and hard at work since four thirty,
and it now striking eleven, was soon breathing softly, lost in sleep.

In Conversation With Katy Shaw

‘When you look back at this section of the novel, what do you feel
about your own writing practice?

I notice the edits — what used to be there, and isn’t any more. I also notice
what [ was attempting in terms of the prose. I was working towards
something but didn’t stray into parody or pastiche, that honoured Aus-
ten’s style but was still ‘me” and was also right for the subject matter.
That opening paragraph is an attempt to establish all that. I also notice
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the locations I'm drawing attention to there: the spot-lit spaces where the
‘icy starlight shone’. Some of these are locations from Austen, which my
story will also inhabit, and some of them are new: her ‘shrubbery” and
‘little wilderness’ and ‘coveys’ and my necessary house and flagged yard
and pump. So what’s going on here is an attempt to establish my setting
alongside and within the well-known setting of Pride and Prejudice. So
what I really think is how much is going on there. It's only now, looking
back, that I see quite how many balls I've got in the air.

Did your experience teaching creative writing make you a better
writer, a better reader, or both?

One thing teaching really did was make me stop wasting time; I just had
to write whenever I could, and then step back and take a critical squint,
and get on with the re-writing. Having no time to waste does mean you
get stuff done.

How did you make the leap from educator to full time author?

I loved teaching, and I miss it, but I also knew I had to quit my job, it
was just a question of when. My workload was unsustainable, and it was
making me unwell. A decent advance came in (for my previous novel)
and I just thought, ‘If I do leave I might regret it, but if I don’t leave I
definitely will regret it.” So that simplified things.

Why did you choose to re-write an Austen classic?

‘Rewrite’ is not a word I would ever use of Longbourn. If anything, it’s
a ‘reading’ of Pride & Prejudice. Granted, it’s a reading that happens to
take the form of another novel... but then, I'm a novelist, and that’s one
way I respond to things that interest and aftect me.

Was ‘reading’ from the servants’ point of view a political
statement?

I don’t think it’s a statement. But then neither is it apolitical.

As much as anything it’s about locating myself in that world — I'm
a massive Austen fan, I love those books and that world, but I've never
quite felt like I belong there. My grandma and her sisters were in service,
and that complicates my relationship with those stories. I read Austen
knowing that the life she depicts is not the life I would have lived, i’ I'd
been around at the time. I wouldn’t have got to go to the ball; I'd have
been stuck at home washing all those muddy petticoats. So I read Pride
and Prejudice aware of the servants’ presence in the book, but what re-
ally struck me was how often they were absent. A service is performed
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— a meal served, a carriage brought round, a message delivered — but
without any mention of the person providing it. I realized that there are,
throughout Pride and Prejudice — as well, of course, as many other nov-
els — other human beings in the room. We don’t hear about them, their
stories don’t matter, they exist merely to serve the story and the family.
You could argue that it’s a political impulse, to uncover those stories and
articulate those voices, but I would never have thought of it that way
myself, when I was writing.

Were you nervous about intervening in one of Britain’s most
famous and loved novels?

No. Stupidly, blithely not. The writing was such a quiet and private pro-
cess, and [ really didn’t expect anything very much to come of it. I was
more interested in scratching that itch about those other human beings
in the room than anything else. It was only when it was sent out that
I had any inkling that there would be much of an interest in the book.
Then the international sales started racking up, and we sold the film
rights, and I started to realize what I had done. Then I got nervous.

How did you set about researching the novel?

There were a few separate strands to the research.

Firstly, there was a close reading of Pride and Prejudice, to map out
the key events and how they could intersect with my story. That was an
ongoing part of the process, throughout the writing — I kept referring
back to the book, and my notes and diagrams of it.

Then there was the historical side — there’s some wonderful history
being done by people like Carolyn Steedman, Amanda Vickery, and Ben
Wilson. They all have a particular focus on the world I was interested
in: the domestic sphere, servants’ experiences, and vernacular culture. I
also used other fiction of the period for contemporary detail, alongside
letters, recipes and remedies. Austen’s letters were fantastic for domestic,
intimate detail — for fabrics and clothes and travel, and for letter-writing
and the physicality of the letters themselves.

Alongside this paper-based research, I did some practical research. I
tried out a few of the contemporary recipes and cleaning methods I'd
read about. I drew the line at washing bedsheets by hand, but I did clean
the wooden floors using cold tea — it brings them up a treat.

There was a third side to the research, which wasn’t research at all,
but it really informed the geography and texture of Longbourn House
as | imagine it in the novel. When I was growing up, in a small village
in Lancashire, my best friend was the vicar’s daughter, and the vicarage
was a rambling, only partially-modernized Georgian vicarage, with a big
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kitchen, and a stable yard, with a disused necessary house, outbuildings,
and even an empty, dusty stable. We played there all the time when I was
little. In Pride and Prejudice it's established that Longbourn House is a
gentleman’s residence, but that they’re not wealthy; it seemed to me that
the house would be of much the same standing as Austen’s own child-
hood home in the parsonage at Steventon, and probably my Lancashire
vicarage. It all just seemed to chime, and these childhood memories be-
came part of the imagining of Longbourn.

Why and how is this novel a development from your previous
work?

There are themes and preoccupations you could trace from one book to
the next. I'm interested in untold stories, unheard voices, people who
don’t quite belong. That said, the moment I start on something new it
feels like I'm learning how to write all over again, because each book re-
quires me to learn how to write that particular book. It’s all, always, new,
and always differently difficult.

To which other authors does your work owe a debt of influence?

There are connections to be made between this book and, say, Jean Rhys’s
Wide Sargasso Sea (1966) or Tom Stoppard’s Rozencrantz and Guildenstern
Are Dead (1966), and I re-read both when working on Longbourn. But
beyond that, things get blurry. If you read promiscuously enough, how
are you going to know what influences creep in, and from where? And of
course this is partly the writer’s instinctive flinch at the idea of owing,
of being influenced. Sam Beckett once wrote that his early work ‘stinks
of Joyce’ — however much you admire another writer, you don’t want to
stink of them.

‘Why is the novel still the most popular and dominant literary form
of the post-millennial period?

There is something really magical about the transformation of small
black symbols on a page into a three-dimensional world inside somebody
else’s head. I find that utterly thrilling. And I do think that novels engage
and satisfy in a way that no other literary form really does. We want sto-
ries, we need them, they help us make sense of the world.

In terms of other forms, I think the TV box set is quite closely related
to the novel. They satisty the same needs, and they're consumed in much
the same way. It’s just that TV has bigger budgets. And it generates
worlds with images and sounds, so it’s not quite such a magical process.
With e-readers we’re now developing a new technology to consume nov-
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els. That’s tricky for publishers perhaps, but it also says something about
the enduring popularity of the form.

Would you be tempted to write across other genres?

I have published a few poems, and still write them from time to time, but
I'm not disciplined with poetry — I don’t even know if I should be.

Are you optimistic about the future of writing in the twenty-first
century?

It's evolving, of course, but evolution is simply how things survive. Writ-
ing won’t stop. It's human, to tell stories. It's what we do.
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