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            Chapter One

            CORNWALL 1909

         

         It had not changed.

         Sybil stepped to the very edge of the cliff and gazed down at the rambling old house below her, topped with a maze of chimneys, a crumbling reminder of its Jacobean finery.

         There was no finery left in Tressillion House, she thought grimly. Even from this distance, the place held an air of ruin and abandonment. No smoke rose up through the chill morning from warm fires within. No bustle of servants, no carriage waiting to take the ladies on their rounds of visits and charitable works in the neighbouring village of Porth Levant. Not even Hector, the stallion, steaming in the frosted morning, taking the master of the house on an inspection of the mine, just visible on the next headland.

         This was what she had set in motion, all those years ago. The perfect revenge.

         Sybil shivered. She unwound the scarf from her head and breathed in deeply the salt blowing in from the sea, her eyes following the North Cornish coast as it vanished into the distance in the crash of spray against rocks.

         The wind tugged at her, loosening her curls from the silver clasp at the base of her neck, sending tendrils of brown hair in a wild dance around her face. Sybil turned back to the house below. She had dreamed of this for so long. The moment she would have Tressillion House helpless at her feet. When the Tressillions − who had once had more than they could ever need, but had not thought twice about taking the last hope from people with nothing − would be destroyed, the survivors learning what it was like to be totally dependent on others.

         Was this how revenge felt? Sybil hugged herself, pulling the folds of her coat around her, bent almost double by the grief coiling deep in her belly.

         ‘Beautiful, isn’t it?’

         Sybil straightened, banishing any emotion from her face. ‘Indeed.’ She turned to meet the square, squat little man emerging from the smart new Ford automobile, one hand struggling to keep his hat on his head.

         ‘The best view of Tressillion House,’ he remarked. ‘You can see, Miss Ravensdale, just what an exceptional property this is. There’s none finer this side of Truro.’

         ‘So I see, Mr Roach,’ she replied, almost managing to banish any hint of irony. On their first meeting, the solicitor had made obvious his contempt at a spinster, not in the first flush of youth, daring to invade his offices in broad daylight for all the respectable citizens of St Ives to see. He had changed his tune a little too quickly at the sight of her gleaming new Chevrolet, shipped all the way from New York, and speaking more of true wealth than any flash of diamonds.

         Tressillion House had proved a more than usually difficult properly to dispose of, and there were impatient creditors snapping at Mr Roach’s heels. She must have seemed like a miracle, a rich hotelier from America dreaming of owning a property in Cornwall. Who else, the gleam in Roach’s eyes declared, would be fool enough to live in an isolated mansion fallen on hard times, with the rollers of the North Cornwall coast clawing at the rocks on wild nights, and ghosts creaking amongst its rafters?

         Sybil replaced the scarf around her head. ‘Shall we go?’

         ‘Of course, Miss Ravensdale, of course.’

         Sybil settled herself behind the wheel of the Chevrolet as Roach made his way back to his own vehicle. Officious little man. She grinned to herself. She knew his opinion of her. He wasn’t the first, and he wouldn’t be the last, to so blatantly assume there was a rich lover somewhere in the background, and that she could only have secured her prosperity with her skirts above her head.

         ‘Idiot,’ she snorted.

         As they set off, she glanced down once more to Tressillion House. Her hands gripped the steering wheel, her knuckles white. The old hatred for the Tressillions was still there, for all her grief, as fierce now as it had burned inside her as a child. Let them know how it felt to be cast aside as if they were nothing. To feel the cold fear of being torn from their roots, the only protection of the poor, thrown out into a pitiless world, without even the rule of law to help them.

         Not that the Tressillions would ever end up on the streets. Sybil sniffed. They would never know the fear of the workhouse, or the even greater terror of being a young girl thrown onto the mercy of strangers. They wouldn’t even remember the lives they had cast to the desperate winds so long ago.

         At the next bend in the lane, she hesitated. Roach was out of sight. The entrance to a field lay ahead, the space wide enough in front of the gate for her to turn round. She had seen Tressillion fallen, just as she had always promised herself she would. There was nothing more for her here.

         There had been once, but not now. She could vanish. Never go near the house. She had taken the precaution of settling her bill at the hotel in St Ives. There was nothing to stop her starting the long drive back to London immediately, and booking the next passage of the Mauretania back to New York.

         Across the fields, she could make out the chimneys, taller now she was seeing them from below, just as Leo had described them.

         ‘They were our castles, our hiding places,’ he would say, those sharp, photographer’s eyes of his glowing with the memory. ‘It’s where we felt safe. Especially from him.’

         Sybil stopped the Chevrolet at the turning place. It hadn’t truly struck her before, just what a desperate kind of safety that must have been: children hiding high up on those intertwined networks of roofs, sloping and disjointed, where just one slip could lead to disaster. And the grief came, tearing at her, a physical agony impossible to ignore.

         Having seen it, there was no turning back.

         ‘Heaven help me,’ muttered Sybil, squaring her shoulders as she set the Chevrolet racing to catch up with her guide.

         
            * * *

         

         Sybil followed Mr Roach’s Ford through the twists and turns of the lane to the driveway in front of the house.

         ‘It is an exceptional property,’ Roach remarked, as they stepped out onto the gravel. ‘Its history is said to go back to Tudor times, at the very least.’ He took a sly glance in her direction. Sybil hid a smile. As she had hoped, he assumed she was an American who had never before stepped onto English soil, easily impressed with the glamour of the minor English aristocracy, but accustomed to things on a far larger scale.

         Roach cleared his throat. ‘It’s too small to be a true manor house, of course. More likely a gentleman’s retreat. A number of improvements were made during the last century, when the family came into some considerable wealth.’ He waved his arm expansively towards the sea. ‘And the grounds are, for their size, quite magnificent.’

         ‘And in need of work,’ replied Sybil, taking in the overgrown paths and the rotting roses in the flowerbeds. Leaves blackened by last night’s frost hung greasily from stems that had given up the struggle to stay upright. The cupid at one side of the main path had succumbed to the winter storms and lay facedown in the mud. The Grecian temple at the far end, once a splendid viewpoint over the bay, was almost entirely overgrown with decaying bindweed, the protective shrubs grown into straggling bushes, their bleak branches, even in winter, extinguishing the view entirely.

         ‘Of course, of course.’ Roach coughed. ‘And reflected in the price, naturally. There’s not a property of this size for such a price in all of Cornwall. Not with these magnificent views.’

         ‘I understood servants were hard to find, and that many houses are now falling into disrepair. We live in changing times, it seems.’

         He smiled thinly. ‘Shall we see inside?’

         He opened the front door, leading the way into a large hallway, pulling open wooden floor-to-ceiling shutters covering sash windows, revealing dust and the mummified remains of a raven.

         Sybil paused at the foot of the large wooden staircase. The interior of Tressillion was not quite as she had expected. She had always imagined it as large and airy, elegance and opulence shining from every chandelier and gilded mirror, and with diaphanous drapes at the windows, swaying in the breeze. A child’s dream of a fairytale palace with every comfort anyone could need.

         Instead, the wooden panelling on the walls, darkened by time and polishing, and the even darker heavy balustrade on either side of the stairs, stood heavy and oppressive, as if no sun had ever been allowed to enter. Not such a fairytale after all. She shivered once more. Leo’s father had ruled his family with a rod of iron, banishing those who defied him. Even in the bustling streets of New York, Leo had never quite been able to escape his father’s watchful eyes, his listening ears, his conviction that he was right, and his way the only one possible.

         She could not breathe. Her heart was racing. It took all her willpower to follow Roach as he led her through the drawing rooms, with chairs swathed in dust sheets gathered around empty grates, and a grand piano, snowy with dust; a library scattered with papers, where the mice had made inroads into this unexpected feast.

         The public rooms done, she followed him in silence as he led her up the stairs to the bedrooms on the first floor. Here too, the furniture had not been removed. Sheets covered the ghosts of armchairs and sprawled carelessly over tarnished metal bed frames. In the final room, overlooking the sea, a sheet had slipped, revealing the dull sheen of a mirror on a dressing table still scattered with empty scent bottles.

         ‘Everything’s here waiting as if they’ve just left,’ she said, shuddering. She picked up a hairbrush, its back patterned with the extravagant bloom of a white camellia worked in silk.

         ‘It can all easily be cleared away,’ he reassured her. ‘The furniture is being sold with the house. There are some good pieces amongst them. Most of the personal trinkets have been removed by the family, and there’s a firm in Truro who will dispose of anything you do not wish to keep.’

         ‘Yes.’ She replaced the hairbrush carefully where its shape in clean mahogany stood out from the dust. ‘It just seems a little forlorn, that’s all.’ She glanced up at the ceiling. ‘The servants’ quarters are above, I take it?’

         ‘Yes. In the attics. The roof is sound. There is no sign of damp.’

         ‘I’m sure.’ Sybil hesitated. She’d no wish to see the no-doubt mean little rooms, sparse of any convenience, given to those who worked each waking day of their lives to keep the family in comfort. And there was no need. It wasn’t as if she was going to stay. Roach was already moving back towards the door. Sybil glanced once more around the room.

         Where the rest of the bedrooms had been crammed to the gills with furniture and heavy ornaments, following the old Victorian fashion, this last room was barely furnished at all. There was a wardrobe and a chest of drawers next to the bed, along with a dressing table and armchair. Few pictures hung on the walls. A small sketch over the bed caught her eye. Sybil moved closer. It was a rough drawing, in an amateur hand, of tables and chairs set next to a tall window.

         ‘The White Camellia.’

         Roach turned at her exclamation. ‘I beg your pardon?’

         ‘Oh, nothing.’ She straightened up. ‘I thought it looked familiar. But of course there are so many tearooms springing up all over the place nowadays. I must have been mistaken.’

         ‘Yes, Miss,’ said Roach, losing interest and heading to the door.

         Sybil turned back to the drawing. Her friends in New York believed she had come up from nothing, making her fortune solely by hard work and determination. But of course nothing was ever that simple. They didn’t know about The White Camellia, tucked away in a side street on the outskirts of London’s Covent Garden, providing a safe place for women to escape their families, and for those who had nowhere else to go.

         She smiled, remembering the earnest conversations of women huddled over tea and buns, revelling in their freedom from appearing meek and corseted, from never being allowed an opinion that might chase a respectable husband away. They were daring, those women, for leaving the house unchaperoned, risking being mistaken by the police for a woman of the streets. The poorer girls, eking a living as ill-paid clerks, were terrified of what the future held when they could no longer support themselves. They came for the plentiful tea and cheap buttered toast, and the hope that lay in the talk of strategy and protest, of equal pay and a vote for all, regardless of sex or birth.

         The older women were as ambitious as the young. Their mothers and grandmothers had frequented the White Camellia when it had been a hotbed of agitation against the slave trade and, rather than returning to quiet domesticity following abolition, had turned their new-found political skills to other causes.

         I owe them my life, thought Sybil, turning abruptly away. Her sleeve swept the small table beside the bed, sending something flying onto the Persian rug at her feet. Mr Roach had his back turned. Swiftly, Sybil plucked up the little object. It was a button, carved in ivory in the shape of a camellia. It lay in her hand, tiny and impossibly delicate.

         Who had lived here? She glanced back around the room, taking in the sparse furniture, the forlorn air, the dressing table with its brush. Her eyes blurred. Who had Leo’s father kept here?

         There was a scratching at the window. Sybil gasped. She and Roach both swung round as the scratching turned to a gentle tapping, quiet but insistent, on the windowpane.

         Roach recovered first, his pale face suffused with a mortified pink at being spooked so easily. ‘The tide must be turning. The wind has changed.’

         ‘I expect so,’ said Sybil, pushing up the sash, allowing the twigs of cherry to creep in with the sea air.

         She was a fool to hope, even just for one minute − but she still scanned every branch for a rustle or an unnatural stirring, as the wind died down once more.

         ‘You’ll need to have that tree chopped down,’ announced Mr Roach behind her. ‘I don’t know what the family were thinking, allowing it to stay so long. It’s far too near to the house.’ He coughed, recalling his urgent need to sell this monstrosity at any cost. ‘I’m sure Mr Jonathan Tressillion, the current owner, will make sure the job is done before any sale goes through.’

         ‘There’s no need,’ said Sybil. She would never allow the tree to be touched, whatever it might be doing to the foundations. The house could fall down first. ‘I would rather it remained.’ She shook herself. What kind of fool was she being, clinging to a hope of ghosts she didn’t believe in, in a house that would never be hers? A house she had once sworn she’d tear down, brick by brick. A house she had no intention of buying.

         ‘I’d like to see the kitchens,’ she said.

         ‘Yes, indeed.’ Roach sounded relieved. ‘You’ll find the kitchens more than adequate. A little old-fashioned, of course, but that can easily be remedied.’ He gave an ingratiating smile.

         Sybil was only just able to stop herself informing him that she wasn’t a fool, thank you very much, and she’d already bought and restored four old wrecks in far worse a state than this, turning them into increasingly elegant and desirable hotels across New York, and making a small fortune along the way.

         ‘Of course, you ladies are far more familiar with the conveniences of modern appliances, and the owners have looked into installing a generator to provide electricity. I’m assured the range is still in good working order, and many of the pots and pans − indeed, even the dishes and the cutlery – remain. It would take very little expense to bring the house up to an excellent standard of comfort and elegance once more.’

         He was right, of course. But who would see Tressillion’s potential, let alone take the chance? After the scandal, no respectable family would wish to breathe life back into these abandoned rooms. Her dream of seeing the place fall into nothing, bit by bit, might come true after all.

         Sybil frowned. That was the thing about revenge. The passion came from a place and a time, and a particular wrong. Once, she had wished to obliterate all the memories here, never thinking that one day there might be some she would give her life’s blood to keep alive.

         ‘Shall we go?’ said Roach, his hand on the handle of the door.

         ‘Of course,’ murmured Sybil, taking a last look around the room, slipping the white camellia button deep in her pocket as she hastened after him.

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter Two

         

         Viewing the rest of the house was cursory. Roach’s irritation increased as she failed to exclaim or give any sign of having fallen in love with the place. Sybil followed him out of the front door, back into the driveway, lost in her own thoughts.

         ‘Thank you,’ she said, rousing herself as he turned the key in the lock. ‘That was most interesting. I would like to look around the grounds, before I make a decision.’

         ‘Of course.’ His tone was impatient, his fingers stealing to his pocket watch. ‘I’m afraid I have a client waiting for me in Truro, Miss Ravensdale, I shall be late as it is. We can see the extent of the land from here. It takes several hours to walk the entire circumference, however, and it was an unusually heavy frost for this part of Cornwall last night. Perhaps you would like to make another appointment?’

         ‘I’ve no wish to put you to any trouble. I shall be perfectly happy to explore on my own. Just to get a feel of the place,’ she added, as he began to protest.

         ‘I see.’ He smiled, the glint of a possible sale back in his eye. ‘Perhaps you would like to keep the key. You can bring it to the office on your way back.’

         ‘No!’ she exclaimed, her voice sharp. There was too much temptation as it was. Once back inside the house, who knew where her treacherous heart might lead her? Roach blinked. ‘That is,’ she added quickly, ‘I wouldn’t like to be responsible for any damage. I can easily come back to see the house another day.’

         Roach clucked, civility finally expended. ‘As you wish, Miss Ravensdale,’ he sighed, with the air of a man who knew she had no intention of coming near the office again. Not that she cared. Perhaps it was as well if he thought her simply one of the ghoulish and curious, after all.

         ‘Mind the tide. It comes in fast in these parts.’ He pocketed the key and made his way back to the Ford.

         Sybil watched his machine lumber up the lane towards Porth Levant. When the engine faded into nothing, she turned back to the ruined gardens. She took a last glance up at the house, then walked down the steps, following the path between the overgrown lawns.

         She paused next to the Grecian temple to find her bearings, then, without hesitation, pushed her way between the overgrown shrubs and birch saplings, following a gravel path. The high stone wall was overgrown with moss and ivy. An ornate metal gate, its delicate twists and spirals half rusted away, lay on one side of the opening. She stepped over it, careful not to catch the heel of her boots, and strode onto the sweep of fields that led down to the shore.

         The tide was almost in. A salt wind tugged at her hair. She breathed it in deep, drawing it inside herself, eyes closed, a memory to take with her, back across the oceans. The beach was tempting, with its memories of carefree days, before Mr Tressillion came knocking on Dad’s door, with his promise of salvation, knowing full well what he was about to do. But she had other, more urgent, matters at hand.

         She turned to the house, to reassure herself that Mr Roach had not changed his mind and returned. No one was there. She struck off along a small path to the left, away from the beach, to a rise of cliffs on the far side.

         The path led into a valley where a river rushed down to the sea. Sybil followed a rough path along the water’s edge. Soon, the house was out of sight. The fall of water increased as the valley steepened, the path zigzagging up the hill. At the top, she paused to catch her breath. Around her, the remains of buildings rose up through scrub and saplings bent inland by the prevailing winds.

         Certain now, her step quickening, Sybil took a wider path that branched upwards, towards a steep slope of rock. Within minutes, her boots struck a narrow strip of metal between the dead undergrowth. A few paces more and she found another, running parallel: a miniature railway line. Sheds and the remains of brick walls rose up on either side. She stepped off the track to avoid the metal containers on wheels, rusting in a line, frost glinting on the ruined metal as the sun reached them.

         And there it was.

         She had wondered, all the long journey from half a world away, how she would feel when she finally stood here, the cavern of the old mine opening up in the rock in front of her. Fear? Guilt? Despair at what she had done, which could never be undone? But now she was here, there was nothing. Nothing at all. The passion had been burnt out of her, leaving only emptiness.

         She climbed a little higher, onto a ridge above the workings, to gaze down on the fields stretching towards the bay. Halfway down, the ruin of the cottage that had once been all the world she had known lay sprawled amongst the winter grasses, revealing a doorway and a partially collapsed window. A hawthorn, bent and twisted, grew from the centre.

         She would never forgive them for that. For taking her childhood away, with any place she could call home.

         ‘Hiraeth’, one of the women in the White Camellia had called it, mourning her own home, lost to poverty and landlords’ greed in the far away Welsh mountains. Sybil had not understood it at the time, focussed on survival and building a future that did not involve selling herself on the streets. But over the last years, the word had stolen back into her mind.

         ‘Yes, that’s exactly it,’ Leo had said, setting his photographic camera on its stand to take a portrait of an elderly couple, framed by the elegant façade of her latest hotel. ‘It’s more than homesickness. I don’t think I’ll ever stop missing Cornwall, even though I know I can never go back.’

         ‘Me neither,’ she had replied, surprising herself. She’d told herself for years she hated the place. Who could ache for the soar of seagulls against a dying sun, when there were theatres and art galleries, and the bustle of a modern city?

         He had smiled the wide, open smile that embraced her, neither as his employer nor a social inferior, or even as a woman, but simply as another human being adrift on this earth. ‘Then it seems we share hiraeth,’ he said.

         ‘So we do.’ She had returned the smile, for once unwarily, knowing he would not take it as an invitation or a sign of weakness. She’d fought off enough men in her time who’d viewed her as a commodity. When she’d had nothing, they’d wanted the hint of breasts beneath her ill-fitting dress. Once she clawed herself to prosperity, it had been her money, pure and simple. She hadn’t fallen for one bit of it.

         Over the years, Sybil knew she had gained a reputation for being a hard-nosed businesswoman, devoid of a heart or any female feeling. It hurt, but she’d seen other women fall for a charming smile and attention, until marriage gave a suitor control over their lives and their fortune. As far as she could see, that was hell on earth. She would never hand over to another the power to take all her hard work away, leaving her back on the streets. Despite the well-thumbed novels in the lending library, she wasn’t the only woman who would rather make peace with her own company than face the loneliness of a life tied to someone who would never look for the living, breathing human being inside her.

         Leo had taken no notice of her cold reputation. He never wanted anything from her. And so she had smiled, the hard shell softening, allowing his warmth to creep through and touch her.

         Hiraeth. Sybil gazed down at her ruined home, blinking tears away. Hiraeth was the impossible aching for the sound of waves surging over rock, the smell of the grass on a summer’s evening. The flap of washing on the line, and her mother laughing, baby on hip, as the scent of bonfires stole into the evening air. The things that tied you to one place in this vast earth, and made it yours forever, maybe even when life itself had gone.

         To have no home was true loneliness. Home was the warmth of human company, of lives intertwined, with their sorrows and joys, a place of shared memories. Home was the community that held you tight, safe against the indifference of the larger world. Being back, breathing in the familiar scents, seeing the landscape of her childhood, she ached with a deeper longing than she had ever felt before to find a home, a community to surround her. A family, in whatever form it might take.

         On her thirtieth birthday, several years before, Sybil had accepted that marriage and motherhood had passed her by. Her life was as a successful businesswoman, increasing her wealth, supporting her charities, maybe one day becoming a pillar of society.

         Standing on that Cornish hillside, hair blown wild in the wind, she felt her whole life flung apart, breaking into myriad pieces, to resettle again in a shape she could not recognise. She was no longer the Sybil who had been driven out of Cornwall in fury and humiliation. The Sybil who had spent years relentlessly hunting down wealth, to protect herself against the powerlessness of having nothing. The Sybil whose heart had been broken, more than once. The Sybil who had once so effectively, so carefully, plotted her revenge.

         ‘I can’t live without love, without companionship,’ she admitted aloud. ‘I can’t pass my life afraid to stop and hear my loneliness. I need roots, and a place to call home. I need to belong.’

         Slowly, with a sense of having no certainty any more, she made her way back to the mine.

         As she reached the entrance, she could see someone had attempted to cover the gaping hole in the rock, but the boards had fallen to one side, revealing the cavern in the hillside. She pulled the remainder away easily and peered into the darkness.

         She reached for the flashlight hidden in her pocket. The last time, it had been a lamp, and the flicker of a candle, that had led the way. The flashlight was the newest model, brought with her from America. It fitted neatly into her palm. She pressed the button, still not quite believing that the magic would happen. But it did. A stream of light, steady as her hand, reached into the cave. She stepped gingerly inside.

         Air, bone-chillingly cold, drifted up to meet her. Water lay in an orange-tinted pool at her feet. From above her head, moisture oozed slowly, drop by drop. Far within, drips fell, sometimes near, sometimes so far she could barely hear them splash into pools in the depths of the mine. A breeze came from within the earth, with the scent of iron and peat. She raised the flashlight. Its advertisement had promised hours of sustained use, but then so had the one for the Chevrolet, and that had a tendency to overheat at the slightest excuse.

         Having come this far, she was drawn inside by the slow drips and the blackness of the earth.

         ‘Oi!’ The shout came from nowhere, disorientating her. ‘Oi! Miss! You can’t go in there.’

         Sybil swung round, jolted. Nobody − but nobody − ‘oi-ed’ her. Or handed her instructions. Hadn’t done for years. She shoved the flashlight deep into her pocket. ‘There’s no law against looking,’ she retorted.

         ‘It’s private land.’ He was dressed like a fisherman, dark curls around his face.

         She raised her chin. ‘I came with the Tressillion’s solicitor to view the house. The grounds form part of the purchase. I would be foolish not to inspect them.’

         He crossed the large stepping-stones over the stream, leaping from one to the other with ease. ‘Well, then he should have warned you. The mine is dangerous.’

         ‘I’d no intention of going inside.’

         ‘I should hope not.’ He leapt the final stone onto the stony shore, and strode up to join her. ‘That mine has caused ruin and heartache, and taken enough men’s lives.’

         Sybil scowled. ‘Then I don’t see what you are doing here.’

         ‘Boarding it up again. Boys from the village can’t resist going inside, and it’s a maze of tunnels in there.’

         ‘Are you a miner?’

         He laughed. ‘Duw, no. I’m not that daft. I’ve spent my life doing my best not to follow my dad and my taid into the slate mines, back home in Wales. I’ve no intention of starting now.’ He gave a glance at her face. ‘There’s no gold left, you know. Wrong place to look for gold, Cornwall. Devon’s the place you want to go. The little that was in this one was worked out years ago.’

         ‘Oh?’ Her voice was indifferent.

         ‘The power of dreams, eh?’

         ‘I suppose.’

         He set to, retrieving the broken boards, fishing out a hammer and nails from the knapsack flung over his shoulder, rapidly closing up the glimpse of the mine.

         Sybil wandered around for a few minutes, as if idle curiosity alone was keeping her here. The crushing sheds were falling into ruins, with the other buildings not far behind. She glanced back. The newcomer was making a thorough job. Absorbed in his work, he was retrieving other boards and discarded lengths of timber from the old sheds. It looked a lengthy procedure.

         There was nothing left for her. She had achieved her aim. She had seen the place, said her goodbyes. If she hurried, she could return to London in time for her appointment tomorrow, to inspect a rather rundown Mayfair hotel she was considering as the next expansion of her little empire, and her security.

         Finding the path, Sybil retraced her steps, leaving the stream and the valley behind, never stopping until she reached the path above the beach. There she paused, brushing the leaves and trails of ivy from her skirts and smoothing her hair into a semblance of respectability, before turning back towards the house.

         As she reached the Chevrolet, the brief day was already turning to evening. The clear light had softened, with the edges of a golden glow streaking through the clouds, sending streams of light across the sea. Sybil stopped, hand on the open door, and knew, deep in her bones, that she should have left with Mr Roach, all those hours ago. The visit to the mine had been foolish. This final glimpse of the house had been a mistake. This morning, the world had been her oyster. She could do anything, be anything she desired. Now, she could feel the stillness of Porth Levant Bay settling around her. Twisting itself around her heart. The kind of stillness that would never let her go.

         She glanced up at the house. Abandoned and forlorn. But with its beauty still there, glowing in the softening light. Its tantalising promise of what might have been. And the emptiness in her heart was back, demanding to be filled.

         Her eyes roamed once more over the wide sweep of the bay, across the ruined wilderness of the gardens and the richness of the fields, to the far cliffs where the decaying roofs of the mine sheds could just be glimpsed above the trees. The breeze blew in from the sea, bringing with it salt, and the hint of ice.

         Why Mayfair? The thought slipped in, seductively. With the expansion of the railways, nowadays even the modestly prosperous could afford a week at a boarding house or a hotel by the seaside. Artists flocked to Lamorna Cove, the other side of Penzance. Why not here? The light here just as exquisite, and the views were magnificent.

         ‘It’s perfect,’ she said aloud. Hadn’t her strength as a businesswoman always been her ability to spot the opportunities no-one else had the imagination to see? As testified by those unpromising wrecks she had battled to turn into elegant retreats, astonishing the businessmen who had nodded knowingly over her naivety.

         ‘I don’t even have to stay here,’ she added, trying to convince herself. She had Miss Phipps in New York, ably taking charge while she was away. Surely she could find another Miss Phipps somewhere in England, eager to escape the stultifying boredom of running a household for an elderly relative, or whose children had flown?

         And then Cornwall would be here for her, whenever she wished to visit. It had caught her by surprise, the ties that she still had here. She did not wish to live in Tressillion, but maybe there was a quiet retreat along the coast where she could begin to build a new life for herself.

         ‘Hiraeth,’ she said aloud, turning the Welsh word around in her mouth. Home never leaves you, she acknowledged. Into her grief and her emptiness came the ache to belong once more, even for a little while.

         Climbing swiftly into her automobile, allowing no time for further thought, she roared up the hill, straight for Truro and the offices of Roach and Sons, to seal her fate.

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter Three

            LONDON 1909

         

         The fire was cold in the grate.

         Beatrice stepped into the dark room, edged with the chill February morning, as the door was pulled shut behind her. The man behind the large mahogany desk continued reading the papers in front of him as if she was not there. Bea lifted her chin, chased the fierceness from her eyes the best she knew how, and waited.

         Mr Ellis Rivers, Chief Reporter – she presumed it was Mr Rivers from the ornate gold plaque on the door – did not look up.

         ‘And what can I do for you, Miss… ’

         She could see her name clearly on the letter in front of him. ‘Tressillion,’ she murmured, trying not to sound as if it were through gritted teeth. She wanted this. More than anything in her life, she wanted this. And if she had to seem demure and ladylike to get it, then that was what she would be. After all, her soul was her own, whatever her external appearance might be.

         ‘Ah yes, Miss Tressillion. Of course. Do take a seat.’

         As she perched on the shiny leather, hoping it would not squeak, he put down his papers and leant back in his chair, his eyes sweeping over her in languorous inspection. Her hands were hidden. So she clenched them.

         He was handsome, in a square-jawed, swarthy kind of a way. His suit was expensive, exuding power and influence. His faint smile was designed to set a maidenly heart a-flutter. Beatrice sighed inwardly. She’d met his kind before, many times, usually with the blandishment of an army uniform rather than a city suit, in the days when Papa had thought an officer might do, since she was so clearly unsuited to fall into the arms of an earl. She hadn’t fainted yet. And as for fluttering…

         ‘I came about my application for the post.’

         ‘The post?’

         She stared pointedly at her letter of application in front of him. ‘The post of trainee reporter.’

         ‘I see. And your qualifications?’

         ‘I’ve learnt shorthand and typing. I have my certificates. And I have some experience. I worked as a volunteer reporter for the Red Cross at their summer camp two years ago.’

         ‘Really.’

         Despite her determination to keep her temper, Beatrice bristled at the tone of casual dismissal. ‘I was offered a paid post. It was only family circumstances that prevented me from being able to take it up. I have the letter with me.’

         ‘Very commendable.’ If she’d thought to elicit some respect she was mistaken. Mr Rivers was at last watching her with close attention, but not that of a man considering the potential of a new employee. Beatrice felt the air close in around her. She became horribly aware of the heaviness of the door that had closed behind her, and how little sound could be heard through it.

         Mr Rivers had clearly made up his mind what kind of woman she was. One of these new, modern women who had lost all sense of propriety long ago. She cursed herself. Damn her foolish pride! Why hadn’t she pretended she’d remained closeted at home since the day she was born? He would have despised her no less, but he might have known better than to insult a respectable and well-connected young woman.

         ‘As I said in my letter of application,’ she hurried on, ‘I thought you might welcome a woman’s voice. It would offer a different viewpoint, and with so many more women working and leading independent lives, I’m sure it would add to your readership. There could be so much scope for articles. I have learnt photography too. Pictures could add additional immediacy to any story.’

         He rose and moved around the desk. She had forgotten to adjust her skirt when she sat down, allowing a glimpse of her boot and a touch of pale stocking. She hastily moved the offending ankle out of sight.

         ‘A woman’s voice,’ said Mr Rivers, leaning against his desk next to her. He casually flicked the curl that had escaped from beneath her hat.

         ‘I had heard nothing, so I came to enquire if you had received my application,’ she said, moving her head away from Mr River’s touch. She met his eyes, silently daring him to insult her further, signalling her willingness to return with a male relative in tow, one who might have influence with Mr River’s employers. He gave a slight grunt and moved back behind his desk. ‘I see you have received it,’ she continued, hoping he couldn’t hear the thud of her heart. ‘So I must assume you have no interest in hiring me. In which case, I have another appointment shortly. I must go.’

         ‘Hmm.’ Mr Rivers viewed her with detachment. ‘The post has gone. Go home, Miss Tressillion. Women were not fashioned for the world of work. Their constitutions and their natures are not suited. Find yourself a husband, Miss Tressillion. That is the natural order of things.’

         He turned to retrieve a file from a cabinet against the wall. She was clearly not young enough to be of any use to him. Or vulnerable enough, with her expensive coat − even if it was of the fashion of several seasons ago − and her cultured accent. Thank Heaven she still possessed the trappings of her class, if nothing else. It was a kind of protection.

         ‘Tressillion.’ Mr Rivers straightened, looking over his shoulder at her. ‘Isn’t there a house in Cornwall?’

         ‘Yes.’ Beatrice pulled her shoulders back, fists at her side.

         ‘You’re related to the family, then.’

         ‘Yes,’ returned Beatrice shortly.

         ‘Really.’ He smiled. Beatrice had an uncontrollable urge to throw the jug of water on his desk − and her chair – over his well-groomed head. ‘Well then, my dear, I suggest you go home. I’m sure your family is in need of your soothing presence. London is no place for a well brought up lady to live by herself. Who knows what kinds of insults and misfortunes might befall her? You have a mother who needs your comfort in her hour of need, and no doubt an uncle or nephew who will look after you. Some unfortunate women, who have no family to look after them, may have to make a living of some kind. You are clearly destined for a more comfortable future.’

         Beatrice gathered her dignity around her. I’ll show you, she thought. One day, whatever it takes, I’ll show you. ‘Thank you for your time, Mr Rivers,’ she said with exaggerated courtesy. She did not wait for him to open the door, but marched out, praying the handle would obey her. It did. She swept through the busy office, ignoring the young men lounging on their desks, their eyes measuring every curve of her figure, every line of her dress, until she escaped into the stairwell, her boots echoing as she shot out through the front door. She could still feel Mr Rivers’ eyes burning into her shoulder blades. Head high, she walked briskly along the shabby little side street and turned the corner into the bustle of Fleet Street.

         Bea moved between clerks in their dark suits dashing off towards the nearest Lyons Corner House. Two women passed her, pale, their clothes cheap and just clinging to respectability, scurrying towards a grubby-looking café. Beatrice winced. Was that what her own life was destined to be?

         The day was damp and cold, with a hint of rain in the air. She passed by the Strand without feeling the streets beneath her feet. Instinct took her, as it always did, to the river. As she reached Waterloo Bridge, she slowed, safely unnoticed amongst the rattle of trams and automobiles and parties of visitors marvelling at the sight of St Paul’s Cathedral on one side and Big Ben on the other. Beatrice lent against the balustrade, gazing at the familiar gothic outline of the Houses of Parliament, fighting back tears of frustration.

         Mr Rivers was right. She was one of the lucky ones. She did not have to stay in the city, fighting a losing battle to pay her share of the rent and keep herself warm and fed, let alone keep enough saved each week to do the things she had once taken for granted, like parties and trips on the Thames or to Brighton to breathe in the clean air of the sea. Her respectability and her connections gave her another option, if she could bring herself to take it.

         Beatrice shut her eyes. She could see the deep green of the fields surrounding Tressillion, the patchwork of corn and barley. The gentle curve of the valley leading down to the sea, and the wide sandy beach where she had spent so much of her childhood, racing with her brothers along the water’s edge. Taking the small boat out beneath the steep cliffs and the wild rocky outcrops, watching the seabirds on their nests and the seals basking in the bay. She could smell the sea, sweetened by the scents of meadow flowers. Her whole body ached with longing for the time when life had been simple, and her future full of possibilities. All of it now gone, along with Tressillion. All lost forever.

         ‘Such a magnificent view.’ Beatrice opened her eyes fast. A man – she was in no mood to call him a gentleman – in a smart suit and top hat had stopped next to her. He was just past middle age, well fed jowls and buttons tight over a round belly. His smile was insidious, with no attempt to hide the wedding ring on his left hand.

         ‘It would be better,’ Beatrice retorted, ‘if women were among those who chose the government, as they are in Australia and America. There might then be some fairness in the world. As it stands, that building is an anachronism and a disgrace.’

         The man’s eyes widened. Astonishment, tinged with disgust, spread over his face. From the corner of her eye, she could see a policeman approaching, his interest caught by such public impropriety in broad daylight and within sight of the Houses of Parliament.

         She smiled sweetly. ‘Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m sure you have no wish to be seen in the street speaking to a lady who might possibly misinterpret your kind interest in her wellbeing.’ She shot off, past the policeman and his shout for her to stop, and back into the network of streets leading to the Strand.

         Once she was certain she was not being followed, Bea slowed. In her haste, she hadn’t noted the names of the last couple of streets, and now found herself in an unfamiliar part of the city. She glanced back. She wasn’t tempted to retrace her steps and risk being arrested for whatever immoral behaviour the man on the bridge might accuse her of. On the other hand, the short day was ending and the streets were growing dark. She needed to get her bearings before the light went, and find her way into the safety of more populated streets. She struck down a side street that, by the smell of it, would return her to the river. At least once she got to the Thames she would have some idea of where she was.

         Bea trudged her way, looking neither right nor left, ignoring the people passing her on either side. She was cold and tired, and in urgent need of finding a tearoom where she could use the lavatory. She cursed herself for panicking like that. In her brief forays into the city she had always been so careful to locate each ladies’ tearoom, where she could have a cup of tea in peace and where her bodily needs could be discretely taken care of. Here she was stranded.

         ‘Price of a cup of tea, Miss?’ A man lurched out of a doorway, a coat that must once have been the prized possession of a wealthy man, but was now patched and threadbare, pulled tightly around him.

         ‘I…’ Caught off guard, Bea hesitated.

         He took a step closer. ‘Just one cup of tea on a cold winter’s night? Surely you wouldn’t begrudge a fellow man a bit of warmth?’

         ‘Yes, of course.’ She scrabbled hastily in her purse for loose change, pressing all the pennies she could find into his hand.

         ‘Thank you, Miss.’ He doffed a pretend cap in a gesture of ironic deference. He was watching her, she realised, studying her features in the light from a distant lamp. The intensity of his gaze unnerved her.

         ‘My friends are waiting,’ she muttered, hurrying away as if she knew exactly where she was going. After a few paces, she heard the flop of loose shoes behind her. Bea swallowed. No doubt he knew these streets better than she ever would, and the stories you read in the newspapers… She slowed her pace a little. The shoes slowed. She speeded up. Behind her the shoes flapped a little faster. Ahead of her she could hear wheels and horses hooves. She must be near a larger street. She cut down a narrow alley, heading for the promise of a crowd. Behind her, the footsteps kept pace, not hurrying, but drawing a little closer, footstep by footstep, ragged breathing echoing from the dark walls of houses and the blankness of empty windows.

         The footsteps were now right behind her, breath stirring the hairs at the back of her neck. At the next turn, the glow of street lamps appeared at the end of a small side street. Taking a deep breath, she doubled back slightly, rushing as fast as she dared towards the light. Behind her, the footsteps speeded up as they hastened after her. He broke into a run.

         Throwing dignity to the winds, Bea hitched up her skirts and fled. A hand clutched at her clothing, seizing her scarf, which fell from her shoulders, sending her pursuer stumbling in surprise as it came free. She ran out into a larger thoroughfare of shops. She could hear him cursing behind her.

         The street was a quiet one, mainly filled with goods wagons. There were a few office workers, each with a purposeful step as if heading to an urgent appointment. She looked back. The man had recovered his balance and was still in dogged pursuit, her scarf stuffed into his pocket, its bright colours spilling out over the filth of his greatcoat. Directly ahead of her was a respectable-looking tearoom. It was a public place. She had every right to be there. In desperation, Bea shot inside.

         The small bell on the door rang as she pushed it open. Thirty or so masculine faces, dark suits and starched white collars turned as if one. Conversations stopped. Cups clattered back into saucers. A disbelieving silence fell. Before Bea could recover herself, an elderly waiter hurried towards her.

         ‘Madam, this is not a ladies’ tearoom, you cannot come inside.’

         ‘I only wanted to ask—’ began Bea.

         ‘Any respectable woman would know not to ask,’ said a second waiter, taking her by the elbow and steering her out. ‘You are clearly mistaken as to the kind of establishment this is, Madam. Feel lucky I didn’t call for the police to come and remove you.’

         Bea stumbled as he gave her an unceremonious push back on to the pavement, colliding into a thick fur coat.

         ‘Gallantry,’ announced the owner of the coat loudly, steadying Bea against her. ‘Isn’t that just what you like to see in a man? Reminds one of King Arthur, and the knights of old.’

         The waiter sniffed and swept back inside, slamming the door behind him, setting the bell ringing wildly.

         ‘They’ll be bolting the doors, closing the shutters and hanging up the garlic,’ announced Bea’s rescuer scornfully. ‘Don’t they know the Dark Ages ended some time ago?’

         Despite her mortification, and her alarm at being out on the pavement again, Bea laughed. ‘I should never have gone in there. You should have seen the look on their faces.’

         ‘I have. I’m sure they were no different from the faces at my husband’s club. They couldn’t stop me there.’

         Bea could imagine it. Her rescuer was tall and well built, with a coil of white hair beneath her extravagantly feathered hat. She was somewhere in her sixties, Bea guessed, with the imperious air of a woman who expects to be obeyed without question. Her green eyes scrutinised Bea. ‘If you are looking for the White Camellia, it’s in the next street.’

         The White Camellia. She said it with such conviction that Bea (if not the entire world) would be familiar with its existence, that Bea felt too foolish to ask. ‘Thank you,’ she murmured vaguely. She turned round. The man in the greatcoat was standing in a doorway watching them, one hand on the trailing ends of Bea’s scarf.

         ‘It’s only a few minutes away.’ The woman began walking, her fur coat billowing out behind her like rich downy wings, with a clear assumption that Bea would follow. Bea raced after her, determined not to be left behind. Wherever they were going, it could hardly be worse than whatever fate the man with her scarf had in mind for her.

         Her guide swept into the next street, then into a side turning. This time when Bea looked back, no-one was following. She took a deep breath, and was about to tell her rescuer that she had remembered an urgent appointment and ask for directions to the nearest tram or underground station, when the fur coat came to a halt.

         ‘Here we are. Rosewater Street.’ The woman nodded towards a tall white building. All its windows held bright window boxes already displaying some bold green shoots. ‘There should be a few places left. Their tea loaf is excellent.’

         ‘Thank you.’

         ‘The Institute is the third on the left.’ A gloved hand gestured to a large, red-brick building further down the street. ‘I expect I shall see you there.’

         ‘I expect so,’ murmured Bea, not wishing to offend.

         ‘Good. It looks as if it will be a particularly interesting evening. I’m quite decided on the issue, of course. But I’m willing to listen to other points of view.’

         ‘Yes,’ said Bea, who couldn’t imagine her rescuer being persuaded by anything.

         ‘Good.’ With a brief nod, the kind that did not allow for any questions or disobedience, the woman strode off in the direction of the Institute. Before Bea could move, the door of the tearoom opened and two women deep in conversation emerged, along with the scent of freshly baked bread.

         Bea watched them follow the owner of the fur coat towards the Institute. Her mind was telling her to find the nearest tram. The pressure on her bladder, now more urgent than ever, had other ideas. Cautiously, Bea pushed open the door of the White Camellia, and stepped inside.

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter Four

         

         The White Camellia was like no other tearoom Bea had seen before. It was light and airy, with tables set in a haphazard way, unregimented. On the walls hung sepia photographic prints, interspersed with brightly-coloured paintings. A tapestry at the far end portrayed a statuesque woman with a flowing gown and Pre-Raphaelite hair, holding a cascading bouquet of red and white camellias. A scroll above her head declared ‘Freedom and Equality for All’, and a smaller scroll beneath her feet announced

         ‘The Suffrage League of Women Artists and Journalists’. The hum of women’s voices had been reassuring as she came in. As she seated herself at a small table near the door, she realised that several men were among the women at the tables near her, all deep in discussion, with no sign of a chaperone, as if it were quite the usual thing.

         Most of the women were dressed in brightly coloured coats and dresses that flowed loosely over their bodies, giving the impression there was not a corset to be found between them. Bea pulled a little ruefully at her tightly-fitting jacket. Mama would have been shocked at such impropriety and insist they leave at once. Mama could not understand Bea’s longing to be left room to breathe, and argued constantly for the necessity of the eighteen-inch waist prized in her own girlhood.

         ‘A pot of tea please,’ Bea said to the waitress. Her stomach rumbled loudly. She hadn’t eaten since breakfast, and then only a piece of toast. Quick mental arithmetic had her regretfully ignoring the delicious smells coming from the kitchens. She had only just enough in her purse to cover the cost of the tram ride home. ‘And a piece of buttered toast.’

         ‘I’d go for the teacake.’ The young man at the table next to her broke off his conversation with his companion and leaned towards her, a touch of conspiracy in his voice. ‘For almost the same price, you get something that will set you up for the evening ahead.’

         ‘Duw, don’t bully the poor woman, Harri,’ put in his companion, laughing. ‘I’m quite sure she is capable of making up her own mind. Take no notice of him,’ she added to Bea. ‘He’s just like any other man, even though he thinks he isn’t. He’s always wanting to order everyone to do just what he thinks is right.’

         Harri grinned. ‘Nonsense. I’m quite certain you can make up your own mind, and so can take a friendly tip — and throw it over your shoulder if you want to. You might have some deep personal objections to teacake.’

         The waitress swallowed a smile. ‘It is the cook’s speciality, Miss.’

         Bea nodded. Her head was beginning to swim. She could spare an additional penny, even if she had to walk half the way home. ‘Then I think I shall have to try it.’

         ‘You won’t regret it,’ said Harri. ‘In fact, we’ll have another slice ourselves,’ he added to the waitress.

         To Bea’s relief, her neighbours resumed their conversation, allowing her to shrug off her damp heavy coat, and discreetly find her way to the lavatory at the back of the tearooms. This too was immaculately clean, with heaped lavender in patterned ceramic bowls to freshen the air, and several large landscapes showing a rich green valley of unfamiliar trees.

         As she returned at a more leisurely pace, Bea saw that the walls of the corridors were also covered with landscapes, and faded and slightly dog-eared posters from the 1820s advertising the ‘The Anti-slavery League of Women Artists and Journalists’ and meetings to call for the abolition of this vile trade in human misery. ‘A hotbed of dangerous agitation from those with no understanding of economic realities,’ Papa would have no doubt called it, thought Bea, with a faint grin. Mama would have turned faint at the mention of such unpleasant subjects. Leo, on the other hand, would have been in his element. She could just see him out there, waving pamphlets and making speeches, his brown eyes gleaming against all injustice.

         Bea shut her eyes. She still ached with the longing to hear his voice, to be able to tell him about things like the White Camellia, if only in a letter. Leo had been the one with ideals, the only one of them not to be afraid to stand up to Papa, even in the worst of his moods. She had loved her brother’s idealism, his eye for beauty in his photography and the magic he created in his darkroom in Tressillion. Even though he had been so much older, he was the only one of her brothers she had ever felt close to, his passion to live his life in more than wealthy idleness stirring her own.

         Bea peered up at the posters again. Leo would have loved this place. He had burned with quiet anger at the fact that Mama’s fortune, which had paid for the extensive improvements to Tressillion House, had come from sugar plantations. And that final, blazing, no-way-back row about the mine had come from his sense of injustice closer to home.

         The sense of desolation was back, as strong as ever. She had always hoped Leo would find a way to see them, even if it had been in secret, something they could never mention to Papa. Now he never would. Because of her, he would never have the chance. And Mama would never see Tressillion, or her beloved first-born son again.
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