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PART ONE




Chapter One

Italy, 1855

 
We arrived in Narni late on a Sunday evening. Although the door to the Hotel Fina was locked the driver roused a servant who stumbled out with creased shirt tails, brought in our luggage and showed us to a bedroom that smelled of unwashed feet. Nora took away my cloak and bonnet, then I snuffed the candles and lay down. A man was shouting in the distance, perhaps the worse for drink. Instead of sleeping I rode through the night as if still in a carriage jolting over badly made roads across the plains of Italy. Eventually I heard a clock strike five and the rumble of a cart in the square outside and I fell asleep to the sound of women’s raised voices and the clash of a pail against stone.

I woke to a blade of sunlight sliced between the shutters - it was nearly mid-morning. Nora was standing over me with a breakfast tray and a letter from Mother which I didn’t read. None of the clothes in my portmanteau was fit to wear, being too crushed, so I put on my travelling dress again and said we would go out at once. In the lobby I struggled to make myself understood by the proprietress, who was dressed in black and whose mouth was pulled down at the ends, as if from despair, but when I showed her Henry’s address she drew us a rough map.

Narni was an ancient town built near the top of a hill and the Hotel Fina was at its centre, in a little square. What with the bunch of women round a fountain and the confusion of streets and shopfronts there was no telling which direction was the right one so we set off at random up a flight of steps and under an arch. The sun was very hot, the street oppressively narrow and our travelling clothes too heavy so we stopped under a shady porch while I consulted the map.

A cluster of children formed around us, I asked one of them for ‘Via del Monte, Signora Critelli?’, and he set off back the way we’d come. We followed him, recrossed the little square, and this time plunged down a steep street with the houses built so close on either side I could almost touch them. Washing of the most intimate nature hung from balconies or was suspended like dingy carnival flags from wall to wall. I was surprised to find Henry lodging in such a poor quarter.

Eventually the child paused in front of an open doorway where there was a smell of wet stone and flowers because someone had just watered a pot of narcissi. I hovered at the entrance, my resolve gone, wishing that I had never left England or that at the very least had sent Henry a note to let him know I was on my way. Now that I was here I wondered whether he would think it appropriate. I was also afraid of seeing him ill. What if he didn’t recognise me, or I him? Unlike Rosa, I never knew what to do in the face of sickness. I glanced at Nora but she raised an eyebrow as if to say: You got us into this; don’t expect any encouragement from me.

In the end I crept along the passage to a kitchen where a woman stood with her arms immersed in a wash bowl. She squinted at me through the droplets of water that trickled into her eyes.

‘Dr Henry Thewell?’ I asked.

She gaped, dried her face first on a towel then on her skirt, leaned her hand on the door frame and let fly a torrent of Italian which ended at last in a question.

I shook my head. ‘Non capisco. Inglese. Mi chiamo Mariella Lingwood. Ma-ri-ella. I am engaged to be married to Dr Thewell.  Dov’e Henry Thewell?’

I had learned from watching my father that it is better, in moments of crisis, to speak quietly rather than to shout. Certainly Signora Critelli calmed down; she went on talking but less rapidly, wiped her hands again, gestured that I should get out of the way and led me up a narrow flight of stairs to the first floor where she knocked sharply on a door, flung it wide and announced me with the words: ‘Signorina Inglese.’

I took a step further, and another.

The room was in semi-darkness because, though one shutter was half open, a drab blue curtain covered the window. Through  the gloom I saw that the room was small and contained a narrow bed, a washstand, a table heaped with books and a low chair with a rush seat upon which an untouched tray with a roll, a jug and a cup had been left. There was a smell of cold coffee and damp linen.

Henry was in bed but he’d raised himself on one elbow and even in the darkness I saw the eager brilliance of his eyes and that his hair had grown so long it flopped over his brow. We stared at each other. Then I stumbled across the room, knelt by the bed and held him.

My bonnet was knocked sideways as he covered my face with hot kisses. I wept and seemed to flow out of myself when I felt his lips on my hair, ear and neck. Though I was distantly aware that the door behind us was closed abruptly and that we had been watched, I didn’t mind. I clasped his too thin arms as his hands caressed my back and I helped him with my bonnet ribbons, wondering how I could ever have doubted that I did the right thing in coming here. I realised that I had waited most of my life to have Henry kiss my throat, even to let him fumble with the buttons of my gown and pull loose the neck of my shift. My skin contracted as his lips closed on my breast. His breath came in rasping pants between kisses.

I fell back on the pillow, smoothed his hair and felt him grow heavy in my arms. Astonishingly, he slept. For perhaps half an hour I didn’t move though I lay half off the bed, my bonnet dropping from my neck, a draught swaying the curtain, the clop of a mule’s hooves on the street below. Because my hair was caught by the weight of his head all I could see was a fragment of cracked ceiling, a broken frieze and the shifting blue-grey curtain. I kissed him again and again, tiny, weightless kisses on his hair, which was far softer than I had ever imagined, like a cat’s fur, and I thought: All these weeks he has been alone, watching that curtain and waiting for me. I was afloat in the miracle of his touch, the strangeness of a male body half covering mine, the fact that this was Henry who I had missed so much in the past months that even the blood in my veins ached for him.

Then I tightened my hold because although never in my wildest imaginings had I expected such a loving, needy reception as this, nor had I really thought to find him so weak that he was confined  to bed. I had always relished his energy and the hardness of his arm under my hand but now he was as frail as a bird. And he smelled entirely different to the Henry who never failed to delight me with his scent of good soap, balsam or camphor. Instead the odour of confined flesh reminded me of the governesses’ home.

As he woke his breath grew uneven on my neck. When he moved his head my skin was damp and hot from where his cheek had rested on me. I closed my eyes as my breast tightened under his circling fingertip.

This is Italy, I thought, no one will know. And anyway, what do I care?

‘My dear love,’ he whispered, ‘I thought you would never come.’

His finger was making a diminishing spiral on my nipple so my words were disjointed: ‘I wasn’t sure you would want me here. And yet I wouldn’t be stopped, even by you, so I thought it best just to come without letting you know.’

‘You are my love, my love.’

‘Your letters sounded so lonely I thought I must come.’

He nuzzled his cheek into my bosom and pressed his face to my neck, drawing me closer and closer under him. I didn’t mind that he had the smell of fever on his breath; I was scarcely conscious of anything except the heat of him as he murmured, ‘I thought I might never see you again. I thought you were gone.’

‘Of course you’d see me again.’

‘But you never answered me. You never said a word. It was killing me.’ He laid his head beside mine on the pillow and reached out to turn my face towards his. I had time to see how pale his skin was and that because his moustache had been shaved off his mouth was as full-lipped and boyish as when I first knew him. Then he said, ‘Let me look at you at last. My Rosa. My dear love. Dearest Rosa.’




Chapter Two

London, 1840

 
Henry’s mother, Euphemia, known as poor Aunt Eppie, was my father’s cousin. After her marriage to Richard Thewell, a Derbyshire innkeeper, the pair moved south and for a few years managed a prosperous hostelry near Radlett in Hertfordshire. Their subsequent tragic history was spoken of only behind closed doors so I had to pick it up piecemeal.

Thewell, not astute enough to anticipate that the new railway running through the town would kill his business, took to the bottle. Meanwhile, soon after the birth of their only son, Aunt Eppie began to suffer from a wasting disease. The business duly failed and my father rescued the family by moving them into one of the little villas he’d just had built in Wandsworth, a mile or so from our house in Clapham. While the boy, Henry, was at school poor Aunt Eppie spent her mornings with us at Fosse House, working on the household linen and teaching me to sew. I never met her husband, whose drinking put him beyond the pale, although I once heard Mother describe him to her friend Mrs Hardcastle as ineffectual.


Eppie was a little, high-cheekboned creature who had nothing in common with Mother except that both were from Derbyshire and fiendishly hard-working. Mother couldn’t stand sewing, Eppie was never happy without a needle in her hand; Mother was the daughter of a squire, Eppie of a tailor; Mother was too preoccupied to spend more than an hour or two on my lessons each day whereas Eppie taught me to crochet imitation guipure lace, work an edge of Plaited Slav stitch on a linen tablecloth and put pin tucks into the bodice of a muslin blouse. We worked side by side in the morning room, and I remember the smell of her  perspiration, the way a girlish froth of hand-worked lace framed her fiercely parted hair and pallid forehead, the tension in her hands and back as she sewed. She reeked of sickness, her breath was rotten.

By the time I was eight she was too frail to come to the house though Mother took me to visit her once in the Wandsworth villa. She lay on a mountain of pillows, her face lost in the flaps of her nightcap, a bit of smocking with the needle threaded through dropped among the folds of her quilt. Her smile was apologetic and she couldn’t speak because of her cough. After that she faded from my life altogether though I inherited her skill, her small collection of books on stitchcraft and a leather sewing case, containing needles, scissors, hooks and pen-knife, with mother-of-pearl handles. Mother was suddenly busier than ever managing the Thewell household as well as our own, arranging a funeral and seeing the widower dispatched north to an aunt who was to help him recover from the blow of his wife’s death. Meanwhile we were  to take the boy in.


When Henry took up residence in our quiet household he was a thin-faced youth with an unhealthy complexion and eyes blank with suffering. ‘He’ll be with us only while he finishes school or until his father’s back on his feet,’ said Mother. ‘He’ll sleep in the room next to yours and be out each day. We’ll hardly notice him.’

But I did notice him, I noticed everything about him: the cautious sounds of his rising in the morning, his meagre breakfast of tea and toast, his easing himself out of the house as if afraid of making the air stir as he shut the door, his return at six o’clock and disappearance into his room as soon as the evening meal was over. I noticed that he had long fingers like his mother and that he was never without a book. Even at mealtimes there was one sticking out of his pocket and when he set off for school in the morning I ran to an upstairs window and watched him open a volume and begin to read. It was a wonder he didn’t fall over but he was skilled at avoiding obstacles, even with his eyes on the page.

He and I had nothing to say to each other. After all, he was a boy and eight years older than me. And his dead mother, poor Aunt Eppie, shimmered between us. I assumed he was sadder even than I was about her death but I couldn’t tell how much.

However, one wet afternoon I noticed that, despite my mother’s  reminder at breakfast time, he had forgotten to take an umbrella from the stand in the hail and I was very troubled because this was the kind of detail we used to get exactly right before he came. For an hour I sat over my tapestry, plotting how to remedy the situation. In the end I asked Mother’s permission to go down the garden with the umbrella and open the gate for him so that he could cut a corner of the lane and have cover for the last few minutes at least.

‘That would be kind, Mariella.’

So I ran along the brick path skirting the lawn and passed through what we hoped would one day be a wilderness, to the herbaceous beds. There were stepping stones across the border to the gate which was half covered in clematis and had a well-oiled bolt.

I stood in the shelter of the wall, trembling. Perhaps he wouldn’t come this way home today, or not be pleased to see me. Perhaps I’d already missed him. A blade of grass at my foot bent from the weight of a raindrop.

At last I heard the squelch of footsteps and there was Henry with his collar up and mud on his boots, a wet satchel clasped to his chest.

‘Henry.’ He stopped dead, looked round and saw me under the arch of the gateway. ‘I brought you an umbrella,’ I said. ‘And it’s quicker through the garden.’

His bottom lip pressed against the upper and to my horror I realised that he was trying not to cry. But he bowed, took the umbrella and followed me up the garden, holding it over us both. When we reached the house he gave me his satchel while he shook the rain off the umbrella and folded it up. Awed by the responsibility of clutching the damp mass of his books in my arms, I took a discreet sniff of rain-soaked leather. As we swapped burdens he smiled into my eyes and afterwards I stood in the drying room amidst rows of damp sheets and didn’t know how I would live until dinner when he might smile at me like that again.




Chapter Three

Italy, 1855

 
I ran out of Narni down the winding road to the valley floor where the air was unmoving and thick with heat and a track led through scrubland and vegetable gardens to the river. When I passed a spring with a metal cup on a chain I gulped some water before stumbling on. My clothes were tight, I was wearing five layers of petticoats and, as I’d left my bonnet in Henry’s room, my hair flooded over my shoulders. The very thought of that bonnet, chosen with such care for this journey but now discarded on the floor beside his bed, made me nauseous. If I’d been able to breathe I would have howled with pain. At one point the words, ‘No, no,’ did burst from me but died away in the rocky sides of what had become a gorge.

Eventually I sank down under a tree but even then I couldn’t stay still. I hammered the ground with my fists and kicked the bank with my heels. Again I cried, ‘No, no,’ and beat my hands until they were bruised. My eyes burned with unshed tears. If I could have fought my way out of my body I would have done it and left my skin on the river bank like a rag.

The scene in Henry’s room replayed: his eager face, his touch, his kisses, his words of love. No. No. It couldn’t be . . . How could Henry have taken so much of me, then betrayed me? How could Henry have been so full of Rosa that he hadn’t even noticed that the woman in his arms was me? Me.


What had I failed to see all this time?

I tore fistfuls of grass away from the earth, hurled them into the water, and there she was on the far side of the river with her light hair and pale skin; tapering hands held out to me, low voice calling my name. Her body was supple and slender, so that her narrow  bodice hung smooth on her waist and her blue gown flowed in clean lines down to her ankles.

‘But I love you,’ I said to the shade of Rosa.

I reached for her, pleading with her to come and put it right.

Rosa, after all, could probably walk on water.

I became aware that I was covered with dirt and the hem of my skirt was trailing in the river, that I was very hungry and that I should pull myself together and go back to Narni. But I had run much further than I realised and was faint by the time I came to the spring. A woman in dark clothes was seated beside it and even from a distance I could tell by the size of her bonnet that this was none other than Nora, who handed me first a cup of water, then my abandoned hat.

‘I could have told you it wouldn’t be easy,’ she said as we set off back to the hotel.

My room, at three in the afternoon, was dark and cool. Nora had the servants fill me a bath and afterwards watched me eat. Her hair had been flattened by heat and the weight of her bonnet but she looked more cheerful than at any time in the year since I’d met her. I managed a few mouthfuls and pushed my plate aside.

‘Whatever shall I do?’ I said. ‘He thought I was Rosa.’

She stared at me with sludge-coloured eyes.

‘Why would he think I was Rosa?’

‘When I saw him after you’d gone he didn’t seem in a fit state to know what he was saying.’

‘You went up then?’

‘We both did when you came rushing out like that. We found him fallen half out of the bed and raving, so we gave him a dose and calmed him down. He’s dreadful sick, the poor man.’

‘He thought I was Rosa.’

‘That’ll be down to the delirium.’

‘But why would he want me to be Rosa?’

‘It’s not a matter of wanting. It’s a matter of what he thought he was seeing.’

‘He wanted me to be her but I don’t understand it. There was nothing between Henry and Rosa. They didn’t even like each other. I am engaged to Henry. He’s always been mine. Something must have happened at the war.’

‘I know nothing about that.’

‘Do you think they fell in love?’

‘I can’t speak for him. I only know that girl would do nothing to hurt you.’

‘What shall I do? What shall I tell him? What if he goes on thinking I’m her?’

‘Tell him the truth. Tell him you’re not Rosa. Tell him we’re all worried to death about her because heck knows where the wretched girl is now.’




Chapter Four

London, 1840

 
In all the four months that Henry stayed in our house I saw him cry for his mother once. A parcel came after he’d gone to school one day, addressed in cramped writing which turned out to be that of the aunt who had taken his father in hand. In a covering letter she announced that she had come south to clear away the dead woman’s things so that father and son could eventually return to the family home and start afresh. She had found the enclosed items which the mother had left for Henry as a memorial.

My parents discussed the matter at breakfast. ‘We can’t interfere, ’ said Mother. ‘Henry’s old enough to bear it. He’s almost a grown man.’

‘Just when the boy was doing so well, this has come,’ said Father. ‘In my view we’d be best putting it away.’

‘But he must have something of poor Eppie’s.’

‘He has his memory of her. That ought to be enough.’

All day I gave the parcel a wide berth on my journeys across the hall and I didn’t say a word to Henry about it when I met him at the garden gate because I wanted to preserve his happy mood as long as possible.

By this time our trips back to the house usually took an hour or more. If the weather was hot we flung ourselves down under the cedar and lay with fallen needles pricking our backs, staring up into the complicated branches, or else he leaned against the trunk and read an anatomy book borrowed from one of his teachers. I wasn’t allowed to peek inside because he said the contents weren’t suitable for a little girl so instead I sat against his bony ribs and listened to the thudding of his heart. Once, when I’d been told to pick raspberries for dinner, he and I filled our bowls until I was  dizzy with the smell of hay and sugar and had to sit in the shade while he carried on, occasionally reaching down to pop fruit into my mouth with his stained fingers. When it was nearly dinner time we went inside at last, dazzled by the outdoors, dumped the bowls on the kitchen table and clattered up the backstairs to the landing outside our rooms where he tugged my plait: ‘Wash your face, Mariella. You’re a disgrace to the family name.’

On the afternoon of the package I took his hand and led him to the hall. As soon as he picked up the parcel it was just as I’d feared; he withdrew deep into himself, went upstairs and closed the door of his room.

He didn’t come down to dinner. Afterwards Mother went up with a tray and half an hour later sent me to fetch it. His door had been left open and his room smelled of cooked meat because of the untouched food. He was sitting on the bed with the contents of the parcel scattered round him. I picked up the tray and put it outside in the passage. Then I closed the door and went to the bed where I stood with my hands behind my back, waiting to be noticed.

He was not yet a very handsome boy; he was too thin, his skin, though more tanned than when he first arrived, was still inclined to spots, and his hair was lank. But I thought him beautiful because of his serious, all-seeing eyes and I mourned the light that usually came into his face when he saw me. Eventually I went right up to the bed, put my hand on his shoulder, twisted my neck so that my face was almost upside down under his bent head and stared into his eyes. Still no response.

‘Can I see what was in the parcel?’ I asked.

Nothing.

His pain was so palpable that I knew drastic measures had to be taken so I sat on his uncomfortable lap and put my arms round his neck. ‘Show me,’ I said.

He pointed to a miniature, perhaps four inches by three, in a plain wooden frame, of Eppie in what must have been her glory days, before penury. Her little face was adorned with glossy ringlets and her long neck rose from a bare bosom. She wore a high-waisted dress that somehow clung to her chest despite being cut in a wide V across the shoulders. Her head was quarter-turned so that she looked somewhere to the right of the artist, and she was  smiling rather shyly, as if she’d prefer not to be in the picture at all.

The other relics of Aunt Eppie were a pair of white kid gloves with pearl buttons, just a little soiled about the fingertips. I gave them a sniff because I knew that perfume clung to gloves, and immediately I recalled the hint of rosewater and perspiration that always hung about her. There was a tiny jewellery box with flowers embroidered on top, silk-lined and with a mirror inside the lid. Eppie’s engagement ring with its row of three small diamonds, familiar to me from my sewing days, was wrapped in a piece of crumpled tissue and there was a folded-up sheet of paper that fitted exactly inside the box. On it was written in a frail hand: ‘For Harry. My darling, darling boy. Never forget your Mama, how she loved you.’

‘She was very kind, your mother,’ I whispered. ‘She left me her sewing case. Did you know?’

He didn’t answer. I clung to his neck and tried to hug him but he was unyielding; as spiky as when he first arrived.

Eventually I gave up and left him but as I reached the door I heard a dreadful tearing noise that came from the back of his throat and before I knew it I was sitting on the bed, his head was buried in my lap, my fingers were in his hair and the skirt of my cotton frock was hot and damp with his tears. His sobs came from deep within his body and he clawed at my arm and back.

At last he recovered enough to raise his wet face and look into mine. ‘You’ll have to be everything to me now, Mariella.’




Chapter Five

The Derbyshire aunt failed to work a miracle on Henry’s father  (unfortunate and ineffectual Richard Thewell) who was buried two summers later. Meanwhile Henry disappeared down the long tunnel that was medical training the hard way through an endless series of lectures and examinations in unreachable subjects such as chemistry and physiology. His ambition was to be a surgeon and I suspect my father paid many of the bills. Occasionally, on Sunday afternoons, Henry called to drink a hasty cup of tea, spill out snatches of information about plaisters, dresserships and thirty-six-hour stretches without sleep, and depart an hour later laden with cold meats and cakes plied on him by our cook.

Father’s business thrived and soon he was managing several projects at a time and had been invited to serve on various boards and committees to do with planning and public works. Mother was busier than ever teaching at the Sunday School, raising money for the Female Aid Society and serving on a hospital Board of Visitors. I went to a day school where I learned pianoforte, French, arithmetic and deportment. Thanks to Aunt Eppie I shone at fine sewing.

And then, in the autumn of 1843, when I was nearly twelve, a letter arrived from Aunt Isabella, Mother’s widowed elder sister, who wrote that she was about to marry someone called Sir  Matthew Stukeley. As soon as she and her daughter, Rosa, were settled into their new home, Stukeley Hall, perhaps next summer, she expected Mother and me to travel to Derbyshire for a long visit.

Mother was somewhat in awe of her older sister and had christened me Mariella to combine her own name, Maria, with my aunt’s, Isabella. While Mother had married a mere builder, Isabella’s first marriage had been to a small landowner, name of  Richard Barr, Esquire, who had unfortunately died, leaving her penniless. But she’d barely been widowed six months before capturing the heart of Stukeley. ‘Not that he’s from old money,’ Mother told Mrs Hardcastle. ‘His fortune is based on lead and cotton.’

She was intrigued by the prospect of returning north but full of anxiety about the journey. There was no question of Father leaving his business especially as he’d just bought a slice of land in Deptford. I didn’t want to go at all. I liked school, I would miss Father, and most of all I was afraid that Henry might want to call for Sunday tea while we were away. How would I bear two or three months without even the possibility of seeing him? And the prospect of meeting a cousin eighteen months older than me, not to mention a knight in a mansion, was very alarming. So Mother and I were preoccupied on the train journey during which I crocheted an uncomplicated mat for Aunt Isabella’s dressing table and Mother wrote a list of all the people she would need to correspond with while she was away.

We were met at the station by a coachman in uniform who drove a carriage of awesome dimensions. For a while we lurched over cobbles between buildings of ugly grey brick but suddenly the world turned green and we were rushing along narrow lanes edged with stone walls and steep hills that climbed up into the sky.

After half an hour or so we came to a pair of handsome gates with a lodge, no less, on the other side. Perched on top of the left-hand gatepost and showing a great deal of thin calf was a girl in a blue dress with a flood of straw-gold hair, a colour I had always yearned for, my own being light brown. She waved frantically then somehow scrambled out of sight, though the post was very high, to reappear just as we rattled through the gates. All the way up the drive she kept pace beside us, beaming at me through the window.

‘That must be your cousin Rosa,’ said my mother. ‘What a girl.’

Stukeley Hall was a monstrous mansion complete with towers, turrets, pinnacles and gables. Mother and I stood on the dizzily geometric tiles of the entrance hail and were properly awed. There was a fleet of servants to fetch our bags and show us the way but already Rosa was on the first landing, her hair hanging over the banister like a rippling sail. ‘Come on,’ she called. ‘Come.’

Aunt Isabella was seated in the drawing room beside an immense  marble fireplace with an elaborate screen instead of a fire, it being a warm day. She did not get up but extended a white hand and said, ‘I am very low today.’

‘Forgive me, sister,’ said Mother humbly, ‘they should have told us, we could have waited until later . . .’

Now that I’d met her, I couldn’t understand how Aunt Isabella had managed to attract even one husband, let alone two, including a title. She was a puffy woman whose complexion was perhaps her best claim to beauty, being powder soft.

Mother and I sat side by side but Rosa stared at me and wagged her head meaningfully towards the door. ‘Come on,’ she said. ‘Mama, I want to show Mariella everything.’

‘Then do,’ sighed Isabella.

I didn’t want to be led off into a world not governed by Mother. It seemed to me, as we ran along the passageways of Stukeley Hall, that I was about to tumble over a precipice called The Unknown.

Rosa flung open one door after another: ‘This is the saloon, this is the gallery, this is the blue room, that’s the library - I’ve been  banished from there, would you believe it, the one room I’d spend every minute in given the chance.’

‘But why?’

‘Oh no reason. Just because my stepfather doesn’t like me, I suppose.’ Off we dashed again. ‘This is the billiard room . . .’ She even showed me her mother’s bedroom - ‘Come on, there’s nobody here’ - and I peeked at a vast bed bedecked with floral curtains and a flounced quilt, all in shades of pale blue and pink, in which must lie my cushiony aunt and the as-yet-unseen Sir Matthew. Thank goodness there were no indentations of their heads in the lace pillows.

‘Come over here. Let’s see,’ said Rosa, dragging me across to a long mirror where we stood pressed together, staring at our reflections. ‘Yes. We are very alike. Sisters almost.’

Actually I thought we had little in common. My hair was darker and straighter, my nose shorter, my eyes grey rather than blue and my jaw more rounded. I was terrified in case we were caught trespassing on such private territory and relieved when we went pounding down a narrow staircase and burst into a stone passage that led to the outside.

‘So what do you think?’ she demanded, walking backwards in front of me so that she could watch my face.

‘Of what?’

‘Of it all. Isn’t it hideous? I wish I were dead. I wish I could go home,’ and suddenly her voice broke and she cried: ‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry, it’s such a relief to be able to say it but I miss my father so much, I really do. You can’t know what it’s like, you’re so lucky, your family is complete, you don’t have to put up with stepbrothers called Horatio and Maximilian - can you imagine? - and a stepfather who never speaks to me except to tell me what I mustn’t do . . .’ I found myself abruptly placed in the role of comforter as she threw her arms about my neck so that my nose was buried in silky hair fragranced with lemons. Then she flung herself away, grabbed my hand and kissed it, smiled into my face, her blue eyes overflowing with tears, and said, ‘It is so wonderful that you are here. I’ll show you everything. I’ll show you all the secret places I have discovered. Come on. Come.’ And she rushed off with her hair flying and her blue skirts kicked back from her ankles and I followed at a pace which caused my unaccustomed heart to beat very fast and my spirits to lift higher and higher because already I had fallen head over heels in love with Rosa.




Chapter Six

Italy, 1855

 
Nora and I set out again for the Via del Monte the following day. This time I was dressed in my cream cotton gown with the broad horizontal stripes and single flounce, and I carried my parasol. Rather than rush ahead I walked sedately alongside Nora, my eyes heavy and dry with lack of sleep and my breathing rapid and shallow. When we reached the house I waited while Nora fetched Signora Critelli, who led us upstairs as before and knocked on Henry’s door.

The room was altogether different: the shutters were open, the curtains tied back, the table tidied and the floor swept. A chair had been placed in readiness for a visitor. Henry was dressed and seated in a position I knew well with one leg crossed over the other, his arm thrown along the back of the chair and his head supported in his hand. Though he held a notebook his eyes were fixed on the door.

I said very clearly and slowly, ‘Henry, it is I, Mariella, come to visit you.’

His back was to the light but something changed in his face and tension went out of his body. After a moment he gripped the table with both hands and stood up so that the sun shone through his shirt and I saw the skeletal outline of his body. ‘Mariella.’ He kissed my cheek and pulled back the chair for me while Nora sat on the bed. I looked into his eyes, which were full of sympathy and warmth, and I could not detect, even by the merest glimmer of consciousness, whether he remembered what had happened yesterday and the awful mistake he had made.

‘Mariella, whatever are you doing so far from Clapham?’ he said.

‘I was disturbed by your letters. It seemed to me that someone should come out here and make sure you are being well looked after.’

‘How did you get here? Who is with you?’

‘Nora. That’s all. You remember her, don’t you, my aunt’s companion and nurse? She seemed the best choice because Aunt is so much better and Nora has experience of journeys.’

‘Of course I remember. But still I’m amazed that your parents would let you come so far without a male escort.’

‘Mr and Mrs Hardcastle were travelling to Rome. We were not alone.’

‘I thought you found Mrs Hardcastle a little overbearing.’

‘It was a sacrifice I was prepared to make for you, Henry.’

As a reward for my feeble attempt at light-heartedness he leaned forward and kissed my hand. ‘You are cold, Mariella. How can anyone be cold on such a hot day?’

Throughout this conversation my spirits had been sinking, if possible, even further. Henry was completely changed. Aside from the extreme loss of weight there was an air of abstraction about him that made me recoil. It was as if he were behind a thick sheet of glass and every speech and gesture was a huge effort for him because his attention needed to be on something else. Altogether he was totally unlike the passionate being who had seized me in his arms yesterday, mistaking me for Rosa.

Equally disturbing were the contents of the room. Half hidden behind a curtain was a huge, soiled sheepskin coat and piled on every available surface were dog-eared papers and ledgers. The only ornaments were the miniature of his mother, propped up beside his bed, and beside it, pressed flat by Henry’s two old volumes of poems by John Keats, Rosa’s unframed portrait of me.

‘You’ve been working,’ I said, pointing to his notebook. ‘Surely you should rest.’

‘Impossible to rest, Mariella, when there is so much to do.’

‘What is there to do?’

‘Army business. You know. I have become an expert on the proper preparation of the army medical services for war.’

I picked up Rosa’s painting of me in which she had given my  mouth an elusive smile and put a gloss to my hair. When I saw an earlier version I had complained that I looked much too shy so she had adjusted the expression in my eyes until I was gazing more directly out of the canvas. It was signed with her usual vigorous initials: RB, September ’54.

I said quietly, ‘In one of your letters you mentioned that you’d seen Rosa. We are worried because we haven’t heard from her for weeks so I wonder, do you have any recent news of her?’

His eyes had followed intently the passage of the portrait from its place on the bedside table to my lap. Otherwise he was utterly still. ‘Rosa?’

‘Yes, you know. You said in a letter that you’d met her one day, unexpectedly.’

‘Unexpectedly. Yes, indeed. Very strange that was. You see I had no idea she was in Russia at all.’

‘Not all my letters reached you, then?’ I tried to keep my voice steady. ‘Did you spend much time with her?’

‘There was never any time to spare, Mariella.’

Nora said suddenly, ‘The truth is, sir, it’s been more than two months, and nothing.’

‘A letter from Mother was waiting for me when I got here but the news is that they still haven’t heard from her,’ I said. ‘Mother writes that Aunt Isabella is beside herself with anxiety.’

When he put his thumb and index finger to his forehead I noticed a tremor in his hand. ‘Not heard from her? You should have done. Things are much improved; there’s a railroad, telegraph even.’

‘The mother will be worrying herself and everybody else to death,’ put in Nora.

‘Not heard from her,’ he said again. ‘Not heard. Someone should try to find out where she is. Your father could pull strings, surely.’

‘We tell ourselves that there must be so many people in unexpected places in a war,’ I said. ‘We tell ourselves that she is probably safe, but unable to write.’

‘And Rosa would be in an unexpected place, I suppose.’

‘She would, Henry.’ I spoke without expression because I could never have believed it possible to suffer so much and still go on breathing. There was no ignoring the precision with which he  spoke, the pretence at disinterest when every inch of him was tuned to the name of Rosa.

He loves her, I thought.

‘Mariella?’ He leaned forward, hands loosely clasped between his knees, apparently waiting for an answer to a question I had not heard.

I tried to look away but he caught me in his affectionate gaze and spoke distinctly, as if to a sick child. ‘I said, shall we go on an excursion tomorrow to see the ruins at Ocriculum? While you’re here you should see something of Italy.’

‘Are you really fit enough to be planning an outing?’

‘My doctor, my good friend Lyall, said I should take plenty of fresh air so I’m sure he would approve. In fact he’d come with us if he were here; he’s a great one for antiquities. As we speak he’s probably chipping bits off the Forum in Rome.’

‘Rather than taking care of you.’

‘The poor man needed a holiday. I must weary him to death. And I don’t require much looking after.’

He was looking at me in a travesty of the old Henry-like way: confident, smiling, arms folded, head thrown back. I stared at him, then pretended instead to be absorbed by the view of a shuttered window across the street.

I will surely die of this pain, I thought.




PART TWO




Chapter One

London, 1854

 
My father’s reward for his unflagging support of Henry was to see his protégé rise rapidly to the heady rank of registrar, a role that involved supervising students and writing reports for the hospital board, and then to become an assistant surgeon on three hundred and fifty pounds a year. By the time he was thirty Henry had a national reputation as a teacher and surgeon, exceptionally skilled with the knife. His lectures were so popular that his friends boasted of how students crowded in the doorway and even stood on chairs outside an open window to listen. Unlike many of his contemporaries, said Father proudly, Henry was never satisfied with relying on tradition, so he spent his hard-earned salary on trips to Europe to find out what was going on there. Henry wanted to be at the forefront of medicine; he wanted to be the best. Henry, in short, was a man after my father’s own heart.

By the summer of 1853 Henry had bought a plot of land in Highgate and Father was advising him on architectural plans for a new house. Then, just after Christmas, as yet another sign of his growing status, Henry was asked to join a group of military doctors and advisers who were to travel to Turkey and ensure that all was in place for the treatment of wounded soldiers should there be a skirmish with Russia. It seemed that ‘The Eastern Question’, a recurring theme in extracts from The Times read to us by Father after dinner, was after all likely to be settled through war rather than diplomacy.

Henry was away nearly a month and on his return wrote that he’d inspected the progress of the new house in Highgate only to find that there was a problem with the drains and the garden was a swamp. Could Father give him a spot of advice? And as the  windows had at last been glazed and a hearth installed in the drawing room, perhaps the ladies would like to go too.

Mother and I drove from Clapham to Highgate through a ferociously wet February afternoon. She was dressed in brown silk bought against my advice; in my judgement the glossy fabric made her skin sallow and diminished her features. Having to sit still for so long and do nothing was torture for her and she kept notebook and pencil at the ready in case of ideas. She was currently secretary of a committee of ladies whose mission was to open a home for retired or distressed governesses, an enterprise thought up by Mrs Hardcastle, whose strong-minded daughters had worn out a succession of teachers, one of whom, a quarter of a century later, inconveniently came begging in frail old age.

After half an hour or so of stop-start travel we had still barely crossed the river and Mother drew out her watch. ‘Surely the omnibus would have been quicker.’

‘We’ll be glad of the carriage on the way home.’

‘I told your father that a carriage in London was a dreadful extravagance. I’ve never minded walking. Or a cab.’

‘Father will enjoy riding about.’

‘He knows nothing of horses. He should have taken more advice. I hope this one doesn’t go lame. It has stumbled three times already; I’ve been counting.’

Beyond the murky glass Hyde Park was a green blur and the pavement bobbed with black umbrellas. My breathing was restricted because the bodice of my afternoon gown measured seventeen inches at the waist, one and a half inches less than usual, and the triple bow of my blue bonnet meant I had to keep my chin abnormally high.

‘Are you nervous?’ Mother said suddenly.

This was so unexpectedly prescient that I was irritated. ‘Of course not. Why ever would I be nervous?’

‘This is your first glimpse of the house. You’ve not seen Henry for a while. I just thought . . .’

Heat rushed up my neck and face. ‘As if I’d be nervous of Henry. And after all we’re just going to look at his new house. It doesn’t mean anything.’

‘I am sometimes nervous of Henry, as I am even of your father  sometimes. I always think there is so much more to men than we realise.’

By now both of us were gazing studiously out of opposite windows. She said, ‘I never imagined when I took Henry in what he would become. He seemed such a shy boy then.’

‘He was in mourning. We couldn’t tell at first what he was really like.’

‘And yet who would have thought he had it in him? Of course your father suspected it, after all he has an eye for quality and talent. But you must not think that Henry is the only possible one for you. That’s my worry, Mariella. There are other men, equally suitable, I’m sure. You have been very fixed in your ideas.’

‘There’s no question of being fixed, as you put it. Henry is like a brother to me.’

Her brown-gloved hand pressed my fingers. ‘Something more than a brother, I think.’

Henry’s new house, called The Elms, was built on the site of an ancient farmhouse. We drove at last between gateposts set in an old wall, relics of the past. When I pulled down the window to take a better look rain dashed into my face. ‘What a lovely brick,’ I said, using an expression learned from Father. ‘And look, there’s even a turret. We might almost be at Stukeley.’

The house had two wings extending at a slight angle on either side of a gabled porch. Henry was waiting at the open door, with a maid behind him ready to take our cloaks. ‘My dear Aunt. Mariella. You are brave to venture out in such foul weather. I was sure you wouldn’t come.’

He took Mother’s arm and led her into a near-empty room where a fire had been lit and four chairs were drawn up round a little table. The miniature of Henry’s mother stood in solitary splendour on the mantelpiece.

‘How proud poor Eppie would have been to see you here,’ said Mother.

‘I hope so.’ We were all silent a moment. ‘We will have tea and then I will show you the rest of the house. You mustn’t mind our very primitive arrangements.’

I unfastened the five buttons of my right glove and peeled it from my fingers. Despite the fire the room was gloomy because beyond the French doors rain was drumming on the roof of a  conservatory. But that was all I noticed; the shock of being in Henry’s presence made me blind and deaf to anything else. He was dressed very formally in a frock coat and cravat. When I was absent from him what I remembered most vividly was the way his abundant hair sprang from his forehead, the horizontal crease above his confident chin and the surprising gentleness of his voice. In the flesh he was always a little taller, broader, altogether more a man of the world than I expected.

Father, who was late for every engagement, did not appear, so the three of us had a cosy tea. Mother poured and Henry passed me a cup with a ceremoniousness that made us laugh. ‘It’s the first time of thousands that we shall all drink tea in this house,’ he said, ‘and you are my first guests so I must start as I mean to go on.’

‘This is a beautiful tea service,’ said Mother. ‘I’ve not seen it before.’

‘It was Mother’s. I’ve had it packed away all these years. This seemed the right moment to unearth it.’

My hand shook as I held the shell of pink porcelain. ‘Constantinople, ’ I said. ‘You’ve told us nothing.’

‘What would you like to know?’

‘Everything. What you saw. Who you spoke to. Your mission was even mentioned in the paper. Father read it out to us. We were very proud.’

‘Yes, I gather The Times got hold of the story. There are no secrets from the press any more. As you can imagine, Mariella, I felt a considerable burden of responsibility. At one point I even wondered whether I was the right man for the job, but they’d wanted a surgeon of my experience, I had met Herbert at a dinner, so there it was. We have established that there is provision for a large hospital in Constantinople and we have ordered massive stocks of lint and plaster and so on to be sent out there. It’s the best we can do. But I wish your father could have been with us. The main hospital, should it be required, will be a vast old barracks and I have reservations about the state of its floors and drains. Uncle Philip would have been the ideal person to advise us.’

‘Were the army doctors satisfied?’

‘We all were in a way. The accommodation is certainly adequate in terms of space. But of course so little can be done until we know more about where or even if the fighting will begin. And the army  doctors are entirely optimistic because they say the military is used to building something out of nothing. Certainly I was impressed by the speed and efficiency of the steamships. A wounded man could reach hospital in a matter of hours.’

‘And what about Constantinople? Was it as you’d expected?’

‘Colder than I’d expected; a different type of cold to here, more dense and penetrating altogether. I stressed in my report that we were planning for a summer campaign, and that if the war were to be delayed until winter things could be quite different. With rough seas, wounded soldiers would have a very uncomfortable time. But in summer all will be well.’

‘It must have been so difficult,’ said Mother, ‘when you don’t know the language. Did any of you speak Turkish? What a business it must be, preparing an army. My goodness, I am having difficulties planning a home for fifteen women, let alone tens of thousands. ’

‘How is the home, Aunt?’

‘Oh, we are still as far from opening as ever. I never know what the next difficulty will be. The committee is currently researching the most hygienic type of mattress - we have been offered any number of second-hand beds but I can’t help thinking we must be sure of their provenance.’

Henry leaned forward and took her hands in his. ‘I tell you what, dear Aunt, we can’t have you worrying about this type of thing. Why don’t you leave me a list of queries and I’ll answer them as best I can. Would that help your committee?’

We began our tour of the house in the conservatory where a fluted marble fountain had been installed, although there was as yet no running water. The windows were elaborately arched to allow a view of the garden, which at the moment was little more than a water-logged meadow graced by three enormous elms.

‘Perhaps it was a mistake bringing you here,’ Henry said. ‘In this weather it’s hard to imagine sunny afternoons on the lawn. But I am being asked to think of everything, wallpapers, plantings, pavements, paths, arbours. How can I do it alone? I need help.’

Mother eyed an array of pattern books and swatches of fabric set out on a broad sill. ‘Do you know,’ she said, ‘I think I’ll sit by the fire and work my way through these while you and Mariella look at the house. When Philip arrives we’ll come and find you.’

I was amazed at her for sending us away on our own. Surely she was too guileless to orchestrate a proposal? We watched as she pulled her chair nearer the fire and opened a pattern book.

‘So, where shall we start?’ Henry said, rather too briskly.

‘I’d like to see the turret.’

‘Aha. The turret, my dear Ella, is a flight of fancy on the part of the architect. I hadn’t the heart to curb his enthusiasm. It promises more than it delivers, I think you’ll find, but follow me.’

I caressed the intricate globes and twists in the newel posts on the stairs and savoured how the unused boards of the first-floor corridor creaked underfoot. When Henry opened the last door a draught blew it shut behind us. The room had windows on two sides and a peculiar circular bay in one corner which was in fact the turret. ‘What a shame. I’d hoped for a spiral staircase and a dark little tower room at least,’ I said.

‘It’s a very modern turret, I’m afraid, but there’ll be a wonderful view if it ever stops raining. I’m thinking of making this my library. What do you think? And at night I hope to have time for star-gazing. ’ He moved self-consciously round the room, poked his head up the chimney and pulled on the picture rail as if testing its firmness.

‘I presume it won’t always smell of plaster,’ I said.

‘Paint will be the next thing. I only hope it will be finished by summer. This place takes up so much of my thoughts and time that the sooner I can move in, the less of a distraction it will be. And perhaps when it is filled with furniture it will feel less vast and ostentatious.’

‘Hardly ostentatious. You’ve earned every brick of this house. Nobody on earth works harder than you.’

‘But then you would say that. You are too loyal and uncritical.’ He came a little closer and smiled at me in the boyish way that quickened my blood.

A blast of wind drove raindrops against the glass. He offered his arm, squeezed my fingers and led me back along the passage. ‘There are two bathrooms, one for guests, one attached to the main bedroom. We have cold piped water, of course, but the hot is more of a problem. They tried to persuade me to have a geyser but I resisted. Your father says they’re very unreliable.’ We peeked into a cavernous bathroom with a great, claw-footed bath in the  centre and suddenly found ourselves on such impossibly intimate territory that I was a little faint. The house was so beautiful and untouched. If only I could fill it with my handiwork. If only it could be me who drew the curtains at the windows, lit the lamps and waited for him by the hearth at night.

‘This is the main bedroom,’ he said, moving on. ‘In summer the sun will flood in here because it’s south facing. And there is even a view, you see, to the heath. The architect thought of everything. There is a dressing room on one side leading into the bathroom, and this other little room could be a kind of parlour, perhaps. What do you think, Mariella?’

‘The light is so good that it would make a wonderful sewing room.’

There was a pause. Perhaps I had been too forthright. Again we stood within inches of each other. The tension of being alone in a room with Henry after nearly two months apart was unendurable. In the end I sank down in the window seat with a puff of my skirts and put my forehead to the glass.

After another long silence he said, ‘Yes, that’s how I always think of you, with your calm brow and steady eyes. In those chilly nights on the ship when I looked at the stars I wondered if you were gazing up at the same sky. You have no idea, I think, how much it means to me, knowing that you are here.’

It was coming, surely. He reached out his hand, I gave him mine and he brought it to his lips in a soft, slow kiss which afterwards went on burning my flesh. Then he helped me up, tucked my hand through his arm and looked into my face. His eyes were a dark grey, like mercury, with yellowish flecks and this close I could see that his complexion was a little weathered from his recent journey. ‘Mariella, there is so much uncertainty. I find the prospect of war very unsettling and then next month I am off on my travels again to a hospital in Hungary where I want to meet a doctor whose practices might have a significant impact on the way we run our own hospitals. Thanks to the government’s interest in me, if I can make my mark, perhaps with these new techniques in the operating theatre, I could at last . . .’ He kissed my hand again. ‘You are, and have been, very patient with me. I think we both know - I at least have always known . . . Can I ask you to be patient with me a little longer?’

My lips were trembling so that I could hardly put words together. ‘There’s no need . . . I ask nothing except—’

At that moment there was a great clatter of the door knocker followed by the maid’s footsteps in the hall, then my father’s stamping feet and the flapping of his umbrella. ‘Is my wife here? Where is she? Ah, there you are, Maria, my love. I’m late of course but I was needed at King’s Cross. Where are the others? What’s this problem Henry wrote to me about?’

Henry squeezed my hand and kissed the side of it at the base of my little finger; we looked into each other’s eyes, smiled then grew sober because of what was behind the laughter, but the moment was gone.




Chapter Two

Three days later, at five in the morning, the new carriage was again brought to the door of Fosse House and Father and I, muffled up in coats and shawls, bundled inside and rode off to watch the Grenadier Guards march to war.

‘It’s a small sacrifice, Mariella, rising so early, but it’s the right thing to do, a chance in a lifetime to turn out and see troops setting off for a foreign campaign. You’ll remember this for ever. I was very small when I saw a regiment march through our village on their way to fight the French, but I’ve never forgotten it.’

‘Did you ever want to be a soldier, Father?’

‘Couldn’t afford it. The army’s no career for an ambitious lad with no connections.’

‘You know that Maximilian Stukeley is going to this war. Or so Aunt Isabella said in her last letter.’

‘Maximilian. The difficult stepson, as I recall. I thought he was in Australia. Well, at any rate a war will bring him into line. Perhaps we’ll see him this morning. He’ll most likely be with a northern regiment but you never know.’

Half a mile from Buckingham Palace the street was so congested that we had to get out and walk. Though all the crowds were rushing in the same direction it seemed to me that my own particular reason for being there was more momentous than other people’s. This war, after all, was connected with Henry, and Father said that war brought rapid promotion to those who performed well.

The morning was dirty and cold but my steps were sprung with joy because of my private love. Besides, I sensed that I was part of something glorious and I was very happy to be out alone with Father. Before he became grand enough for dinners and clubs he and I used to be frequent companions on jaunts into town. I loved  to feel the thick fabric of his coat under my arm and the full force of his attention. He wasn’t tall, except when his top hat made him so, but his hair was thick and silver-white, his voice powerful with a strong Derbyshire accent, his face ruddy and his teeth excellent. Being with Father was to be with someone.


At the palace gates we waited in the midst of a large crowd, our breath misting the air and our hands plunged deep into our pockets. Some women had brought rice to fling at the troops, others smiled bravely though their lips quivered and their eyes were red with tears. Then there was a beat in the pavement, the crowd pressed forward and there they were, the first lines of immaculately marching men throwing up their feet and turning eyes left to face the balcony where the Queen had suddenly appeared, a speck beside her tall husband. I gave a half sob, waved, shouted, ‘God Save the Queen!’ and abandoned myself to the cacophony of sound and movement: the stamp of marching feet, the bellowing of the crowd, the band playing ‘The British Grenadiers’, the flurry of handkerchiefs, the proud, uplifted faces of the men.

I felt as if I were part of every soldier. My whole being cried out to their courage, the neatness of their packs, the ruffle of breeze in their bearskin hats, the precise angle at which they carried their rifles. Neatness, order, purpose were qualities I understood perfectly. Behind them came the cavalry, the horses reeking of polished flesh, the riders bolt upright with their boots gleaming and their elbows pressed to their sides. Though the crowd yelled even harder neither horses nor men took any notice.

I didn’t see Max Stukeley, fortunately. In any case, given that I’d not set eyes on him for more than a decade it was unlikely that I would have recognised him; I didn’t even know if he wore a moustache, how tall he had grown or in which regiment he served. But I avoided looking in anyone’s face too long, just in case.

‘Well,’ said Father, ‘we’ve done our duty. They’ll remember that we were all here. What I admire about soldiers, Mariella, is that they’re not fighting only for themselves, whereas most of us work mainly for our own advancement. When you’re a soldier you rely on other men as your brothers. And you are fighting for something that will go on and on into the future, long after you’re dead. It’s a noble calling, I think. Those cavalry horses, for instance - what most people don’t understand is that they are trained not to stop.

Once you get one of those horses galloping it can’t be turned. That’s what the cavalry’s about - an unstoppable force. Imagine riding one of them great horses into the thick of battle.’

We walked back to the carriage through the suddenly deflated crowd. ‘How must it feel,’ I said, ‘to be the sister of one of these men, or the wife or mother? To know you may not see them again.’

‘That’s not how they think, I’m sure. They trust that their men will come back. And in any case, preserving a life isn’t everything, Mariella. Not for a man. This is a just war against a barbaric enemy. In order to lead a valuable life one has to throw oneself forward, to make a mark. No, I envy them.’




Chapter Three

That afternoon Mother and I were due at the church to plan an Easter Garden competition for the Sunday School children. It was likely to be a difficult meeting because Mrs Hardcastle had suggested that the children should add Turkish, French and British colours to their displays but Mother was shocked by the idea. Easter, she said, was a time of hope, not conflict.

‘Surely Our Lord being crucified makes His resurrection even more pertinent to us this year,’ argued Mrs Hardcastle. ‘The Easter story is all about the triumph of the righteous.’

The weather was blustery and in preparation for our walk I draped a heavy merino shawl over my shoulders but couldn’t resist wearing my newly trimmed bonnet. As I was halfway down the stairs the doorbell rang. The new maid, Ruth, sprang across the hall to answer it and I was left stranded with my bonnet untied and my hand on the banister waiting for her to deal with our visitor, a tall young man in full military dress the glamour of which rendered Ruth speechless.

‘Captain Max Stukeley. Ninety-seventh Derbyshires. I wonder if Mrs Lingwood is at home.’ Then, catching sight of me on the stairs, he took an exaggerated step backwards. ‘Well, I do believe this must be Miss Mariella Lingwood.’

I gave him my hand, which he took and held. ‘Do you know, you look even more like your cousin Rosa than before, Miss Lingwood. Not the hair, perhaps, but the features. Astonishing.’

I pulled my hand away, sent Ruth to fetch Mother and showed our visitor into the drawing room. Actually my knees were shaking. Last time I saw Max Stukeley he was sixteen or so and I was twelve. Then he had been a harbinger of doom, now he was tall and broad in his tight red tunic and dark blue trousers, all braid and gilt buttons, his dark eyes as disconcertingly keen as ever. In  his large left hand he held a small basket of primroses. Father would not have approved of the dandyish flourish of his moustache.

While we waited for Mother, Max and I held an awkward conversation. He was entirely out of place in our drawing room because he wore strong colours, was very tall, and possessed, as I well remembered, pent-up energy that vented itself with constant movement, a restless prowling about the room and sudden lunges to pick up a book or ornament, to play a crashing chord on the piano or to dart a forceful, black-eyed glare at me. The drawing room, on the other hand, was designed for slow, small gestures, being decorated in pastel shades and crowded with delicate furniture.

I sat down and folded my hands. ‘You are off to the war, then, Captain Stukeley.’

He balanced the primroses on the arm of a chair but didn’t sit. ‘This very evening, if they can find a ship large enough to cram in our horses. None of us will be separated from our beasts.’

I was about to ask: ‘Are you looking forward to the war?’ but decided that this was hardly an appropriate question. Instead I said, ‘Father and I went to Buckingham Palace this morning to see the march past.’

‘Did you indeed? I’m sure the men will be very gratified that you took the trouble.’

Every second I was remembering more of Max. After all, his eyes had exactly the same expression as when he was a boy, dangerously unsteady, flashing about as he took in every detail of his surroundings but then focusing abruptly on my face. This last remark of his, spoken with considerable irony, suggested that his manners had not improved at all.

‘Is your family well?’ I asked. ‘In her last letter Rosa told me that your father had a bad accident with his horse.’

‘An accident? Oh indeed. And he’s not recovered. As a matter of fact none of my family is doing well at all, except Horatio, of course. Which is why I’m here.’ He glanced at the clock. ‘Will Mrs Lingwood be long, do you think?’

‘She is dressing. We were about to go out.’

‘So I see.’ He raised an eyebrow, gave me a hot, sudden glance and nodded. ‘That bonnet is certainly very fetching, Miss Lingwood, especially with those ribbons undone.’

I ducked my head to hide the flush that immediately climbed my neck. ‘I understand you’ve been in Australia. How fascinating.’

He threw back his head and laughed, again a sharp memory. His rare laughter began as a chuckle and then, if he was really amused or if others joined in, his laugh became full-throated and prolonged. ‘Fascinating. Absolutely. No other word for it. Sand and sky are fascinating, especially after a month or two of looking at nothing else.’

At that moment in came Mother, so burdened that she cracked the spike of her umbrella against the door frame and threw herself off balance. Her bonnet dangled from her hand, as did a capacious bag in which she carried the minutes from last year’s Easter Garden meeting and she also clutched her gloves, cloak and a folded altar cloth because it had been our week for laundering the sacred linens. Max darted forward to help her and there was a flurry of laughter and movement as she disentangled herself, accepted the primroses with extravagant gratitude and glanced shyly into his face.

The ensuing conversation was conducted with breathless haste Both Mother and Max were in a hurry because if we arrived late Mrs Hardcastle would certainly use the extra few minutes to hold a private talk with the vicar, and Max behaved with the urgency of one who was rushing off to fight the entire war single-handed. He refused a seat and kept glancing at the door. ‘The fact is, Mrs Lingwood, my stepmother begged me to call. She made me promise not to leave London without seeing you.’

‘Ah, how is Isabella? I’ve not heard from her for weeks.’

‘Your sister is not well, ma’am, but then she never is, in my experience. And she now has an additional burden of anxiety in that since his fall my father has been very ill with some debilitating disease of the gut . . . I don’t expect him to be alive when I return from this war.’

Mother made sympathetic noises but Max shrugged. ‘The trouble is that my brother, Horatio, will inherit Stukeley and as he plans to marry soon there will be no place for your sister or Rosa. The timing is unfortunate. Were I home I would do my best to provide for them. As it is, to be blunt, my stepmother doesn’t trust Horatio to look after her and I’m afraid, from a brief conversation I had with him, her fears may be well justified.’

‘But won’t she be provided for in her husband’s will?’

‘He will make some small provision for her, I’m sure, but he’s always been adamant that the estate should be left intact. The difficulty is that her health has declined so much that she needs constant nursing and because Father has scarcely been conscious for months he may not have left her a sufficient allowance. I’m not sure he has a proper grasp of just how desperate her situation might be. Hence Isabella’s urgent request that I call on you.’

‘But what can I do? Should I go to her, do you think? Would I be welcome? Now that Sir Matthew is ill, perhaps there would be no difficulty . . .’ I could tell that Mother had mentally begun the process of cancelling her meetings and packing her bags. The news that Maria Lingwood had gone north to care for her sick sister, though inconvenient, would cause a gratifying flurry on the committees.

‘I’m sure your sister and niece would be very happy to see you, but I think on the whole your presence would only add tension to an already difficult situation. At the moment Rosa is indispensable because oddly enough she is the only person my father will allow near him. Isabella’s maid, Nora, is more than competent and willing to nurse him, but he has taken against her. There. You see, he’s simply not rational. But when he dies . . .’ He had the grace to look embarrassed.

‘So what must we do?’ asked Mother.

‘Wait for news. There is no need for urgent action, but I fear it won’t be long before your kindness will be called upon. I came to warn you, and I suppose to reassure myself that here at least Isabella and Rosa, and perhaps their maid, will be kindly received.’

He glanced into our faces, tucked his hat under his arm and looked so correct and handsome as he shook Mother’s hand that for a moment I thought I had underestimated him. But then he stepped across to me, clicked his heels and kissed my hand so enthusiastically that I distinctly felt the brush of his ostentatious moustache, the pressure of his open lips and, as the kiss became prolonged, the hardness of his teeth. When he raised his head he winked at me. ‘Wonderful bonnet, Miss Lingwood, it does my poor soldier’s heart good to see how you have blossomed. I shall carry the image of you in that hat when I march into battle.’

Mother laughed but I was annoyed. Even when we were outside where the wind plucked at our skirts and blew our agitated conversation across the common the audacity of that wink and the fervour of his kiss still rankled.




Chapter Four

Derbyshire, 1844

 
Rosa’s heroine was a young lady called Miss Florence Nightingale, who was ten years older than herself and had persuaded her father, a mill-owner in the next valley, to open a school for the children of the poor. Whilst in Derbyshire - her family had two other homes, in Hampshire and London - Miss Nightingale spent her days nursing the sick and her evenings teaching mill girls how to read.

‘Everyone talks about her,’ said Rosa, ‘and I hope to meet her this summer. I want to be like her. Imagine what I could do one day, if Stepfather would let me. I could become someone who really made a difference.’

As a step towards this goal she lost no time in signing me up for a new-formed committee of the Society for the Improvement of the Conditions of the Sick, Needy and Uneducated at Stukeley of which she was the chairman and I was appointed secretary. Together we constituted the entire membership and we held our meetings in what was known as the Italian Garden where paths radiated from a central sundial, fountains played in each corner, a peach tree grew against one wall and there was a white pavilion.

At the end of June, some six weeks into our visit, a meeting had been arranged to draw up a curriculum for a prospective school. Aunt Isabella was unwell that day and after breakfast Rosa was summoned to her mother’s room, so I went to the pavilion and waited for her. I felt very tired and low-spirited, the air was warm and breezy, and after half an hour or so I lay down on one of the cool stone benches and nearly fell asleep.

When I became aware that someone was watching me I didn’t immediately open my eyes. But in the end I squinted up and saw  Rosa’s black-haired stepbrother, Max, who was leaning against the pillar at my feet, hands behind his back, staring down at me. For a moment I lay still, dazzled by the combination of his intense dark eyes, the white pillar and the blue sky. He had placed his feet on either side of my calves and the expression in his eyes, tender, pitying even, pinned me to the bench. Then he was gone.

I turned my head and watched his progress across the garden. At one point he sprang onto the rim of a fountain, balanced for a moment and jumped down. When he reached the door in the wall he didn’t look back but raised his left arm and let it fall to his side.

Meanwhile Rosa had appeared at the top of the wide flight of steps on the opposite side of the garden and was walking down, very slowly. When she reached me I saw that she was crying. She swept the back of her hand across her nose and eyes but tears kept spilling down her cheeks.

‘You’ve got to pack your bags and go,’ she said.

I sat upright so suddenly that a headache began in my temple. ‘Why?’

‘The stepfather says so. Evil man. Called you spongers. Mama’s too ill to speak.’

‘We’re not spongers.’

‘Of course not. We love you being here. We need you here. I can’t bear it, Mariella.’

‘I thought he liked us.’

‘Well, now he’s changed his mind. Typical of him. He’s ordered the carriage. We’ve got to pack your things straight away. Your mother’s waiting for you.’

‘No, no, this isn’t right.’ I ran towards the house, the word  sponger pounding in my head. I had to see Mother and find out the truth. But Rosa caught up with me, seized my arm and held me in a violent embrace. ‘I can’t bear it. I can’t live without you. Please say you’ll write every day, Mariella.’ Her body shook as she cried into my hair while I stood very still and waited numbly for her to let me go.




Chapter Five

London, 1854

 
My next contribution to the Russian war was to make an album. Though this was originally Father’s idea I took it up with enthusiasm because I was an expert on collecting, arranging and pasting. My last album, ‘The Great Exhibition’, had included programmes, tickets, detailed plans of the glass structure and sketches of exhibits. I had also made an album called ‘Our Railways’, and one coyly entitled: ‘Miss Lingwood’s Guide to Stitchcraft’.

But the front page, created on 15 March, turned out to be the new album’s greatest triumph. First I cut red, white and blue ribbons to make a collage of a Union Jack on top of which I pasted the print from the Illustrated London News of the Scots Fusiliers waving their busbies to the Queen. Round this masterpiece I worked a pen and ink border with symbols of the war: the Russian bear, the Crucifix, a Minié rifle (drawn by Father), the Union Jack and the fleur de lys, all entwined with daffodils, crocuses and roses (the latter unseasonable but one of my few areas of expertise as an artist). Next, on 29 March, I cut out the thrilling headline: ‘Declaration of War’. After that I ran out of ideas because the war had stuttered to a halt.
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