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	To Kent & Caitlin

	
With gratitude to 

	those who preceded us

	And faith in

	those who follow

	Author’s Note: This is a family history and every effort has been made to ensure its accuracy. Mimi’s words and those of her daughters are as they spoke or wrote them. I edited them, and the words of others, only to the extent necessary for clarity and brevity. 
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Preface

	Mimi made herself comfortable in Papá’s easy chair and patted the narrow space beside her flowered skirt. Her charm bracelet, with an engraved coin for each of us grandkids, jingled invitingly as I climbed in beside her. She put her arm around me and I reached for the dangling coins, turning each until I found the small one showing Queen Victoria on the front and my name, Biddy, on the back. Then Mimi picked up her book and started to read.
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	Photo of Mimi by Peter Gowland.


		

	



	 

	Soon I forgot about the silver bangles. With her resonant voice, distinct British accent, and past experience playing bit parts in Hollywood, my grandmother had a flair for the dramatic. Before long, the view out her French doors of a well-tended yard faded as that naughty Peter Rabbit ate his way through Mr. McGregor’s garden.

	After Mrs. Rabbit had given Peter his medicinal spoonful of chamomile tea, and Mimi was satisfied I no longer had the slightest concern about where my parents had gone, she suggested a bath.

	Her bathroom, with its spotless walls and tile floor, was full of fancy ladies’ things—except for the odd-shaped sea sponge, so out of place in a room that smelled more of perfume than the ocean. I was as unseemly as the sponge.

	Mimi switched on the wall heater to break the chill and ran the water. When I took off my clothes, she brought out her cold cream and applied a generous layer to the ground-in patches of dirt on my neck and arms. After letting the cream sit a moment, she wiped it off vigorously with tissues, leaving my skin red but cleaner, all the while tsking over ears that could grow potatoes and piggies that had clearly wallowed in mud.

	Once I was good enough for the tub, she knelt on the bath rug and washed me with the efficiency of a nurse, soaping and rinsing, from top to bottom. She scrubbed my skin—which hadn’t seen a washcloth since my last stay—as hard as she could without my yowling. Next, she took the manicure brush and had a go at my fingernails. Standing me up, she worriedly assessed my knobby knees—a sure sign of rickets, she said—and lifted me out of the tub. I looked back and noticed the wide ring of scum.

	“Don’t worry, dear,” she said. “I’ll tidy up later. The important thing is that you’re clean now and ready for a proper holiday.”

	“What holiday?”

	“Our holiday, our little vacation together,” she said, wrapping me in a plush towel monogrammed with her initials, MTK, for Mona Tate Kramer. “Shall we finish up and have a cup of tea?”

	Although I didn’t particularly enjoy the zealous washing that marked the start of the “holiday,” I looked forward to the fancy cup of tea with milk and a cube of sugar.

	 

	That’s my earliest memory of Mimi. My big brother Mike and I stayed with our grandparents for a couple of weeks at a time while Mother and Father were on their annual summer trip. Our little brother Tim wasn’t born yet so I was probably four that year. After the first day of settling into their home in Los Angeles’ affluent Cheviot Hills, Mike and I would fall into an easy routine that included afternoons of classic books with yellowing pages and sparse pictures. Mimi piqued my imagination with dark forest worlds inhabited by disobedient children, evil witches, and fearless woodsmen. My favorite story, though, was Rudyard Kipling’s “Rikki-Tikki-Tavi.” I admired the brave mongoose and liked the way Mimi said his name.

	Sometimes, instead of pulling a volume from the shelf, she told us about her own experiences as an English girl growing up in Brittany on the northern coast of France. Pets bounded through these stories . . . her monkey, her parrot, and lots of dogs. Mimi loved dogs and frequently regaled us with tales of loyal canines who gave up their lives to protect their masters. 

	I didn’t connect the heroic creatures in her stories with the two Scottish Terriers that shared the flea-ridden backyard with my brother and me at home. Perhaps Mimi suspected as much.

	“Now, Biddy dear, you have little dogs,” she said. “Are you being nice to them? Hmm?”

	I wrinkled my nose at the mention of Mother’s smelly old Silas and Gollywog.

	“You know, they have emotions just like people. You can tell by looking. They wag their tails if they’re happy or cower if they’re afraid. Do your little dogs wag their tails for you?”

	It hadn’t occurred to me that animals had feelings, but when Mimi told me they did, I was ashamed of the time I’d kicked Silas out of my way. 

	But my grandmother, a decades-long Christian Scientist, also taught me how to pray, so that evening we made it right with God before our nightly recital of Mary Baker Eddy’s prayer:

	 

	Father-Mother God, Loving me,

	Guard me when I sleep;

	Guide my little feet

	Up to Thee.

	 

	Even when I was older and Mimi had sufficiently civilized me, she continued to share her stories. The new tales, however, had less to do with dogs or childhood exploits and more to do with her family, the Tates. I was often confused since her grandmother, aunt, and sister were all named Henrietta; and her grandfather, father, and brother were all named George. I couldn’t keep them straight or remember which old George was looking down at me from the gilt-framed portrait in her living room. But I never had to ponder long before Mimi moved on to her favorite subject, romance.

	She loved to tell the story of her grandparents’ impetuous one-day courtship, as well as her father’s patient seven-year wait for her mother’s hand in marriage. Eventually, Mimi revealed her own search for love, and shared the longing, betrayal, and potent curse that accompanied it.

	 

	My last memory of Mimi is of her lying, barely conscious, in a careworn nursing home. It was winter and I had come to say goodbye. I stood by the bed with my children, Kent and Caitlin, then thirteen and ten, and wished I knew what to do. I took Mimi’s withered hand in mine and promised to write about her so her great-grandchildren would know her stories as I had. I felt her squeeze my hand . . . or I think I did. A few days after our visit, she passed away.

	I wished later that I’d thought to read to her, or comfort her with our prayer . . . guide my little feet up to Thee.

	 

	
Book I

	Victorian England
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	A Chance Meeting

	They met on a train and married the next day.

	 

	That was the beginning of Mimi’s favorite story, the courtship of her grandparents. Their accidental meeting and spur-of-the-moment wedding set a standard for great love, and Mimi expected no less for herself.

	She wasn’t unreasonable. It didn’t have to be on a train. Perhaps it would start with a chance meeting on a ship, or the sudden locking of eyes with a dashing stranger at the annual dance on the village green. But it would happen. After all, it had happened to George and Henrietta.

	The year was 1847, and the train was a railway carriage on the new Le Havre-Paris line. The track had been laid to link London and Paris via a channel crossing from Southampton. If a vessel was available upon arrival at the English port, and if the boat passengers were lucky enough to reach Le Havre in time to catch the train, the entire journey could be completed in as little as eleven hours.

	Even at that unprecedented pace, though, the trip was never easy. The ocean crossing was notoriously rough, and seasick travelers faced new discomforts as they waited to board the train in Le Havre. They could barely see for the steam spewing from the engines, and many cringed in anticipation of the upcoming assault on their backsides; the carriages, lacking suspension, often bounced and jerked mercilessly. The train was also known to be hard on the ears—the infernal screeching of wheels on tracks frequently made polite conversation all but impossible.

	Many of the riders making their way aboard this unpleasant mode of transportation also feared for their safety. The line had opened only six months earlier, after a lengthy delay caused by the collapse of France’s hundred-foot-high Barentin Viaduct. But the brick arches, twenty-seven in all, had recently been replaced using better mortar, and the overpass was now deemed reliable.

	Thirty-nine-year-old George Tate, hurrying to catch the train, was not one to worry about the span crumbling beneath him. He trusted the repairs of the contractor, with whom he had dined just the week before.

	George worked as a civil engineer specializing in the construction of tracks, bridges, and tunnels. After finishing his university education, he had compiled an enviable record of successful projects that secured him a home on Parliament Street in Westminster. Most recently he’d accepted a job as one of the chief engineers on England’s Great Northern Railway. He was a confident, handsome man, with a full head of dark, wavy hair. 

	Henrietta Gliddon, seated with her lady companion, may have fretted about the advisability of enclosing herself in the entrails of an iron horse hurtling across deep gorges, but it isn’t likely. An independent-minded twenty-eight-year-old, she enjoyed travel and was probably excited about leaving her home in dreary London to visit Paris. Adventure aside, as an artist, musician, and poet, she may have looked forward to the rhythm of the swaying coaches and the pastoral view of the French landscape. 

	What undoubtedly concerned her, however, were the limited conveniences of train travel. Those on board for the seven-hour stretch from Le Havre to Paris couldn’t stroll down the corridor to a dining car, or even to a lavatory, because the only doors in each compartment opened directly to the outside. If riders had personal needs, they had to wait; and if they were uncomfortable with those who shared their confined space, they had to suffer their presence . . . at least until the next station.

	Henrietta, who came from a respectable family, had her attendant for company and protection. But as a stylish brunette, she surely endured her fair share of eager men seeking to engage her in conversation.

	Mimi, who was especially fond of romantic tales with strong, proud heroines who utterly succumb to love, told how the two railway passengers met.

	“At the last minute, George Tate boarded the train and took a seat in Henrietta’s compartment. He was struck by her beauty and charm and, although she was aloof and reserved, he kept addressing her through her companion. But while he made conversation about points of interest and the countryside, Henrietta refused to look at him and pretended he wasn’t even there.”

	Undeterred by the jostling carriage and occasional scream of the wheels, George, a bachelor, must have found a way to get her to look at him because later he would remark on her lively eyes. Gypsy eyes, he called them. They captivated him.

	“While at one station, where the train stopped for water and coal, he bought her a beautiful bouquet of red roses, which he presented to her through her chaperone.

	Shocked by such fast proceedings, unknown at that time to ladies of her class, she threw the flowers on the floor and stamped on them—which was very rude indeed—although she was quite a lady.”

	Henrietta’s reaction might seem extreme by today’s standards, but in the Victorian era, a gift of red roses was recognized as an offering of love. Given too soon, however, the romantic gesture could be mistaken for ungentlemanly presumption.

	Mimi never said how George responded to Henrietta’s rejection. He was known, however, to be as determined as he was personable, and he had the benefit of several hours in close quarters to make a favorable impression.

	Another unseen force may also have been at play.

	“Eros must have been traveling in their compartment, for when they reached Paris, their hearts had already been welded for life. They made a date to meet the next day, chaperoned by her companion. But what really happened the following day is another matter. They went to the British Embassy and were married . . . then and there.”

	This headlong rush to marriage—which Mimi characterized as ordained from the beginning of time—took place on Tuesday, September 14, 1847.

	Mimi’s father told her the story many times. After all, George and Henrietta were his parents and he was a sentimental man who loved telling of their courtship as much as Mimi loved hearing about it.
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	The First George & First Henrietta

	Upon their return from Paris, the engineer and his bride traveled to Yorkshire, where he was overseeing work on the Doncaster section of the railway. After a search for suitable housing, they found Bawtry Hall, a two-story brick mansion set in acres of parkland just south of the town of Bawtry.

	Until a decade earlier, the manor house, consisting of about forty thousand square feet, had been the home of the Dowager Galway. But after she died, Lord Galway’s heirs put the sprawling estate up for lease.

	George and Henrietta moved in and assembled the staff necessary to care for them and the property. It was certainly a bigger residence than the couple would need, but finding a place befitting George’s professional standing may have been difficult in the countryside. Besides, it’s doubtful they moved in alone. Each came from a large family.

	The groom was the tenth and last child of a medical practitioner who died when George was twenty-one. As the only surviving son, he had assumed head-of-household duties, providing for his aging mother and four spinster sisters.

	Henrietta was also one of ten children. She was the next-to-last child of James John Gliddon, a Londoner from the merchant class. He had expected to become a lawyer, and as a youth was studying at his uncle’s law office when a regulation was passed requiring a new £200 apprenticeship fee. Not having the money, his family instead apprenticed him to a watchmaker. Although he dabbled in various interests—he was known as an ingenious mechanic—he went on to make his livelihood as a goldsmith, crafting fine watchcases. He lived and worked in the rooms he inherited from his parents at 16 Red Lion Passage, a block-long street of narrow shops topped by three floors of living space.

	When James John was twenty-one, he married eighteen-year-old Esther Knocker, who presented him with a new son or daughter every couple of years until she died at forty-four. At the time, Henrietta was only seven.

	Henrietta eventually gained a stepmother, but even though the new woman of the house was past her child-bearing years—escaping one of the greatest threats to a woman’s life in Victorian England—she, too, died long before Henrietta married.

	However, Henrietta’s father and several siblings still lived in London, along with many artistic, avant-garde cousins. These relatives, as well as George’s family, had the means to travel, and if they wanted a respite from the city, Bawtry Hall was the perfect place to accommodate both short-term and long-term guests.

	The home itself was stately, but it was the surroundings that were particularly enchanting. Aside from having its own woods and lake, the property included a formal, tiered garden complete with an aviary that once housed Chinese pheasants and other rare birds. Inclement weather was probably the only thing that discouraged the newlyweds from strolling the grounds or taking their afternoon tea outside . . . that is, when George had time.

	He was not a man to sit by idly while there was work to be done, and his job brought with it a demanding schedule. Supervising seven hundred men engaged in laying track, he spent long hours away from home. But his heart was always there, particularly after the birth of their daughter. 

	Baby Henrietta arrived a few days before the couple’s second Christmas at Bawtry Hall. It’s not clear how this little girl was distinguished in name from her mother, but much later Mimi knew her as Aunty Harrie, so presumably she was called Harrie as a child, too.

	George was a man popular with both those above and those below him. Success, however, begets success, and two years after joining the Great Northern Railway, he was called to London to work on another prestigious engineering project.

	His men gave him a rousing farewell. In an age when poetry was recognized as a manly skill, they presented him with two poems, one rigorously exhorting him on to ever greater heights—Waving the sword of the Spirit with might, resolved not to lose in the world’s noblest fight—and another, by W.H. Scott, wishing him good fortune:

	 

	Wherever thou goest,
By land or by sea,
Apart from thy home—still
May peace be with thee!

	 

	And when thou art sleeping,
May bright forms divine
Ever hover in fondness
Around thee and thine;

	 

	The friend of thy bosom—
So feeling and mild,
And her tender floweret,
Thy sweet, artless child;

	 

	And thus, when your short dreams
Of earth have gone by,
Ye all shall awake—safe,
And dreamless—on high.

	 

	The grandeur and pastoral beauty of Bawtry Hall remained in their hearts, but the family’s elegant new home in London was not apt to have been a disappointment. George, Henrietta, and Harrie moved into No. 10 Hanover Terrace in Kensington. Although built on the order of a townhouse—there were nine apartments on each side of the one occupied by the Tates—it was a regal, three-story building fronted by Greek columns and topped with goddess statuary. From their upstairs windows, the residents—which then included George’s older sister, a niece, and a nine-year-old page boy—enjoyed a grand view of Regent’s Park directly across the street.

	George was led to London, at least in part, by a competition to design a building to house the 1851 Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of All Nations. Of the 245 plans submitted, however, none could compete with Joseph Paxton’s Crystal Palace, a magnificent glass conservatory that soon covered nineteen acres of Hyde Park.

	Even without winning the contract, it was an exciting time to live in the capital. The international exhibition lasted only five months, but over six million people viewed thousands of displays from all over the world. Queen Victoria herself was said to have visited more than thirty times.

	Prince Albert presented George with a bronze medal marked for services, perhaps in recognition of his participation in the competition, and a second medal of which even less is known.

	George, however, wasn’t the only one in the family to receive an award. While his focus had been on great engineering feats, his wife, like her gold-working father before her, had been crafting smaller items. She created decorated chests—each about the size of a small jewelry box—for the keeping of valuables. Entering at least one of them in the event’s competitions, Henrietta won a bronze medal of her own.
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	The Canadian Railroad

	Throughout his time in London, George stayed active in a number of railroad ventures, including talks with Portuguese officials for a Lisbon line. He lived in an era of boundless industrial expansion. A year after the Great Exhibition, the contracting firm of Peto, Brassey, Betts & Jackson was negotiating to lay track for the Grand Trunk Railway of Canada. They asked George to survey the proposed route and he boarded a steamer for the twelve-day crossing.

	In 1852, most of the British colony was a pioneer land of rivers that froze over in the winter, dirt roads that dissolved to mud in the spring, and dense forests that were impenetrable year-round. The vast wilderness limited the movement of people and goods, so the proposed line between Montreal and Toronto was deemed vital to Canada’s development.

	After George surveyed the terrain, he returned home, where an elite cadre of civil engineers, mostly from England and Scotland, were selected to oversee the work. George was tapped to serve as resident engineer supervising the construction of seventy-five miles of track between Toronto and Belleville.

	While he was wrapping up projects in London, his wife had business endeavors of her own. She was seeking to obtain Queen Victoria’s patronage for her jeweled boxes. Thirty-four-year-old Henrietta, who was the same age as the queen and favored the monarch’s sleek parted-down-the-middle hairstyle, twice came close to securing an audience at Buckingham Palace. But both attempts failed, the last due to the birth of the queen’s eighth child, Prince Leopold.

	“Her Majesty having been confined this morning,” said the royal letter of April 7, 1853, “Mrs. Tate will see it is not possible as yet to name a day and hour for sending her work to the Palace.”

	Mimi wasn’t sure if Henrietta ever had the honor of being presented to Queen Victoria in court, but only three weeks after Leopold’s birth, Henrietta, George, and five-year-old Harrie were boarding a ship to Canada. It’s unlikely the Queen’s confinement would have ended before their departure.

	In the beginning, the family lived in Port Hope at the midpoint of George’s assigned section. But by October 1856, when the colony celebrated the opening of the Grand Trunk Railway, they resided in the heart of Toronto. They appear to have lived in an apartment above George’s office in the brick railway building on the busy corner of Bay and Wellington.

	It was there, on February 4, 1857, that they welcomed their second child, George James Frederick Tate. Like his sister, who was named after her mother, the boy was named after his father. His second name honored his grandfathers, who had both been christened James. Although the newborn grew up to proudly use all four of his names—or at least their initials—for simplicity’s sake, he’ll be referred to here by the shortened George James.

	The Tate family stayed in Canada another five years. George leased part of the rail line and ran it for two years, and also worked on the design and construction of the Great Victoria Bridge, the first to span the St. Lawrence River. At the time of its completion in 1859, it was the longest bridge in the world.

	The official opening came eight months later when the Prince of Wales, the future King Edward VII, made his first formal visit to British North America. The ceremony was held at the center of the bridge, where the eighteen-year-old prince took up the last rivet—which had dutifully been set aside for him—and drove it in. A banquet followed, along with a festive week of boat races, concerts, and balls.

	George and Henrietta had a personal occasion to celebrate as well. Just three months before the royal opening ceremonies, she had given birth to another baby, a girl they named Maud. By then, the family was living in a residential neighborhood in a two-story, wood-framed home kept in running order by two servants. The following year, at forty-two, Henrietta delivered their fourth and last child, Ethel.

	After a decade in Canada, George took his family of six—now with an infant and toddler in tow—on the long crossing back to England. Traveling with them was another man, George’s twenty-six-year-old secretary, William Whitehead. British by blood but Canadian by birth, he was devoted to his employer.

	 

	Upon their homecoming, George embarked on a position constructing new harbor facilities on the Isle of Man, where he and his family took up residence. After the project was completed, the Tates finally moved back to London and settled into an urbane life in the upper-class neighborhood of Kilburn.

	It’s not known if George and Henrietta had sought out a return to the big city with its theaters, museums, and proper gardens, but they certainly made the most of what London had to offer. They collected religious works of art, including one of Raphael’s many depictions of the Holy Family. Theirs was a cultured home of scholarship and fine arts. Henrietta herself was an accomplished composer and performer, playing the piano, harp, and guitar. She also sang.

	Young George James became proficient at composing and was an excellent pianist, often serving as accompanist to his mother. Gifted with a rich singing voice, too, he sang in the choir at the renowned St. Paul’s Cathedral, occasionally performing solos.

	In the Victorian era, however, success was thought best acquired through rigid discipline, and Henrietta was strict with her children. Aside from teaching them music and art, she oversaw their academics too, never sparing the rod for a wrong answer. When it came to the world at large, Henrietta was said to have held compassionate and humanitarian views, but at home with her children she was dictatorial. She demanded perfection and absolute obedience.

	George James was whipped if he didn’t do exactly as he was instructed. Two generations later, his granddaughter, Jane, related a story she had once heard.

	“One winter, George had a cold. Pneumonia was always a fear because in the 1800s it was often fatal. So George’s mother told him, ‘You are not to go outside or so much as put your feet on the porch.’ He knew enough to obey, but a package arrived and since the maid was out, he answered the door. As he stepped out to get the package, he couldn’t help but place his feet on the threshold. When his mother returned, she asked her son, ‘Did you touch the porch with your feet?’ When he admitted he had, he received a thrashing.”

	Even if Henrietta’s response was tough, her fear of illness was common before the age of modern medicine. Aside from the untimely death of Henrietta’s mother, her grandmother—who had become a Baptist late in life—was reported to have died of a cold caused by her baptismal immersion. And when Henrietta was ten, she’d lost her six-year-old brother. Life was precarious, even for those strong in body and spirit.

	 

	One day in February 1866, George was invited to Germany to give advice on an important railway project he was to take part in. It was a promising business opportunity, but it led him to stop at a hotel where he passed a night in damp bedding.

	The account is short on details. Why was he in a damp bed? Had his ceramic hot-water bottle, then popular with travelers, leaked during the evening? Had he experienced a bout of night sweats? Whatever happened, Mimi grew up hearing that he suffered a drenching chill from sleeping in wet sheets and returned to London sick with pneumonia.

	Perhaps chill-induced pneumonia was an easier tale to tell a child, but what ailed George didn’t have to do with his lungs. He had a urinary blockage. With the medical limits of the 1860s, it was difficult to treat. And carried a frightful prognosis.

	Despite the doctor’s efforts, Henrietta’s fervent prayers, and the bedside vigil of his faithful secretary, George’s condition worsened. Neither his great passion for life, nor the unfailing determination that had made him so successful, was able to save him. On the third day, at the unfinished age of fifty-seven, he died.

	The doctor recorded his cause of death as “Extravasation of urine—48 hours,” and below that, “Exhaustion—12 hours.”

	After his body had been bathed and dressed for his final journey, an artist, Otto Brauer, was called to render his likeness. George’s eyes were closed, but his thick unruly curls framed a serious face that, even in death, gave the appearance of a vital man resting.

	The following week, his body was taken by horse-drawn hearse to East Finchley Cemetery. Five miles away, it was not the closest burial ground, but it was where Henrietta’s father had been interred a few years earlier. The old goldsmith’s coffin had been placed twelve feet down, leaving space for four more above him.

	On Henrietta’s forty-seventh birthday, the grown-over grave was reopened and her husband’s casket was slowly lowered to rest on top of her father’s.

	George Tate—the man who had won Henrietta’s heart on a Paris-bound train, warmed that same heart through long Canadian winters, and then shattered it with his final departure—was gone. Their marriage had ended as unexpectedly as it had started.
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	A Poor Choice

	George Tate died many years before Mimi was born, so she knew him only through family portraits and her father’s stories. But tales of her grandfather’s ability to achieve whatever he set out to do—whether to win the hand of a woman or build a bridge—exerted a strong influence on her. She inherited his considerable vitality, passion, and willpower, and what she didn’t inherit, she absorbed from her father’s anecdotes. Hearing George’s story, and knowing his blood coursed through her veins, empowered her with the belief that anything was possible.

	His legacy, however, served not just as a lesson in the opportunities of life, but in the pitfalls as well. George’s early death had a devastating effect on his loved ones and their future. Although he reportedly left the family rich in furnishings, paintings, and heirlooms, probate papers note his effects at under £50, worth less than $8,000 in today’s value.

	According to family lore, Henrietta was independently wealthy, but the records are a bit contradictory. Her father, James John Gliddon, was the watchcase maker who couldn’t afford the fee to apprentice to a lawyer. He was, in fact, the son of tripe sellers. They’d had an offal business in the very same shop he later used for crafting his fine gold watches. At his death, James John’s effects were valued at under £20. The Gliddons were successful tradesmen, but not exactly affluent.

	However, Henrietta’s mother came from the Knocker family, headed by a Customs and Excise man. They may have had money since one of Henrietta’s aunts owned prime rental property in an era when women weren’t commonly landlords.

	So, between her father’s business income and holdings on her mother’s side, Henrietta no doubt had an adequate dowry to fall back on. Even if she had her own resources, though, without her husband’s income, she would need to be prudent.

	The widow—now solely responsible for seventeen-year-old Harrie, nine-year-old George James, five-year-old Maud, and four-year-old Ethel—turned to her older brother Joshua.

	A parliamentary official and shorthand writer for the courts, Joshua lived in Abbey Gardens, a block-long row of fashionable three-story townhouses. Serving as man of the family since their father’s death, he took in his bereaved sister and her children.

	As grief-stricken as Henrietta was that year, when the period of mourning ended, she was urged to think about remarrying. Aside from financial considerations and the societal expectations of nineteenth-century England, her temperament may have required it. For, along with the skills of an artist, she was said to have shared those personality traits often seen as common to their kind; she was imaginative, intuitive, and emotional. She needed a practical, down-to-earth man on whom to lean.

	With four children to rear, Henrietta may not have had many suitors, but she was soon courted by the man who had been with her during her darkest hours. Her late husband’s secretary, William, a widower with a three-year-old boy, asked her to marry him.

	Even if trusted by Henrietta, William was not the steadfast influence others wanted for her. That may have been due, in part, to his youth. He was only thirty-two, sixteen years younger than Henrietta. But the greater cause for concern had less to do with his age and more to do with a flaw in his character. 

	Family historian Alain Tate noted that Henrietta’s lawyer and her closest relatives advised against the marriage. “Although he came from a good social background,” wrote Tate, “she failed to perceive that he was of a weak and frivolous disposition.”

	But in the same way that Henrietta did as she pleased when she rushed into her first marriage, she heeded no one’s counsel in her second. Fourteen months after George died, with her brother standing as witness, she married William.

	It began well enough. In 1871, five years into their marriage, they resided a short walk from her brother’s place. Henrietta’s children lived at home while her eight-year-old stepson, Henry, attended a distant boarding school. William worked as an auctioneer and estate agent. As before, a couple of live-in servants took care of the house. The only thing that appeared unusual about their lives was Henrietta’s age, which seemed to have decreased rather than increased. When the census taker came to their door that year, Henrietta shaved off nine years, reporting herself to be forty-three.

	A decade later, they lived in a narrow, two-story row house in Lambeth, a less-desirable neighborhood on the other side of London. Thirty-two-year-old Harrie was by now a true spinster, confirmed not just by age, but by misfortune. In her youth, a piece of ceiling plaster had broken off and fallen on her. Perhaps she’d been sleeping, or maybe she’d heard the cracking and looked up at the last moment. In any case, she suffered a frightful injury. She was left disfigured and blind in one eye. With no hope of marriage, she had settled into the unpromising life of companion to her mother.

	Twenty-four-year-old George James, a slightly built man with a serious demeanor, had received his degree in accounting and administration. He worked as a clerk. Maud, under Henrietta’s tutelage, sketched and painted, and the youngest, Ethel, had recently married a salesman in the hardware business. The newlyweds lived in a flat around the corner.

	But in an era when household help was almost as much a necessity as status symbol, the Whiteheads no longer had live-in servants. Perhaps William told Henrietta cutbacks were necessary because of the “Long Depression” which began in 1873 and still held a grip on England. Perhaps there truly were fiscal forces beyond his control. Perhaps.

	According to Mimi, though, William had been secretly spending Henrietta’s money from the beginning and it was dwindling.

	It all came to a head a couple of years later. George James, a sensitive man who occasionally exhibited powers of perception that others lacked, had an eerie vision that his stepfather killed himself. It was 1883 and things hadn’t felt right for some time. That summer, his premonition turned into a reality.

	On July 26, the Sheffield Daily Telegram reported William’s demise. The authorities, however, didn’t rule it a suicide, possibly to avoid adding disgrace to the grief of a stunned widow.

	“An inquest was held yesterday morning at St. John’s Vestry Hall, Horselydown, concerning the death of William Henry Whitehead, aged 48, civil engineer, late of Overton road, Brixton, who was found dead in bed at the Terminus Hotel, London Bridge, last Sunday. It was stated that the deceased had been for some time harassed by pecuniary difficulties, and the medical evidence was to the effect that death was due to syncope, brought about by anxiety and excitement. A verdict was returned accordingly.”

	Syncope, defined as a temporary loss of consciousness, was often given as a cause of unexplained or sudden death, in this case leaving mourners to believe William had checked himself into the Terminus Hotel, gone to bed, and simply “fainted dead away.”

	Henrietta’s brother, Joshua, responsible for two family plots at the East Finchley Cemetery, arranged to have William buried in the same grave as Henrietta’s first husband.

	After George Tate’s interment seventeen years earlier, the plot had become the final resting place for two more family members. Now with William’s coffin added and the grave full, it would have been customary to erect the headstone for the five resting below: Henrietta’s father, her two husbands, a cousin, and a nephew. It may have been the shameful circumstances of William’s death, or perhaps Henrietta’s lack of funds, but the grave was left unmarked.

	She was a widow again, but this time no longer young . . . and no longer solvent. Only after William’s death did she become aware of the extent of his financial mismanagement.

	There was nothing left.

	To pay William’s outstanding debts, sixty-four-year-old Henrietta was told she’d have to sell her treasures—heirlooms passed down from the Tate and Gliddon families, as well as the beloved objects of art she had acquired with her first husband.

	Stepping into the role of man of the house, twenty-six-year-old George James took charge of the monetary affairs and made sure his mother was occupied elsewhere when the estate sale was held. Her friends attended, however, and bought many of her things, which they then quietly returned to her home. George James was deeply impressed by their loyalty and kindness.

	Even as he shielded his mother from the worst of the financial problems, he’d also suffered a substantial loss. A year earlier he’d wanted to propose to the girl who had captured his heart, Agnes Mary Gudgeon, a strawberry blonde with impossibly curly hair. But at the time, he didn’t have enough money to provide for a wife. Now, after his family’s terrible reversal of fortune, there was even less.

	Like his father before him, George James was responsible for supporting a widowed mother and unmarried sisters. Unlike his father, he had to do it while climbing out of debt.
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	An Unexpected Inheritance

	George James was a fairly successful accountant, but he didn’t develop the strong driving force that had defined his father. He was more like his mother.

	“He was a musician and a poet,” according to Alain Tate, “a dreamer more than a man of action, an emotive personality with occasional fits of anger, but on the whole, a very affectionate and lovable person.”

	His affections had for years focused on Agnes Mary, known to all by her nickname, Queeny. She was slender and petite—almost a head shorter than George James—but a practical and self-assured woman.

	Her family wasn’t rich but quite comfortable. Queeny’s father, balding and sporting the mutton-chop sideburns fashionable at the time, was Edward Barnaby Gudgeon. He came from a family of upholsterers and cabinet makers in Winchester, but as a young man he had moved to London and secured a job at the Bank of England. There he worked his way up to a trusted position in the gold-weighing room.

	After retiring, he had been elected to the school board, was active in several charitable organizations, and served as a parish vestryman and guardian, where he was tasked with overseeing relief to the poor. Having proven himself at the local level, he was appointed London’s Consul General of Liberia.

	Edward was an important man with certain monetary standards to uphold, and, unfortunately, George James did not meet them. If Queeny’s mother had still been alive, she might have served as a balance to her banker husband, but she had died when the girl was only two, leaving Queeny to be raised by nannies and nuns.

	 

	Although George James was a man who had endured fiscal misfortune, he finally enjoyed a fair share of luck, even if he was past thirty by the time it came his way.

	A long-time friend of his family, Mary Ann Fleschelle, loved George James like a son and was distressed by his circumstances. When she died, she left him her home and all her money. He suddenly had close to £6,000, equivalent in today’s dollars to almost $100,000.

	By then, however, Queeny no longer lived in London, nor even in England for that matter. She hadn’t for some time. Seven years earlier, when George James hadn’t been able to offer a proposal of marriage, she’d moved to France.

	It was not a foreign land to her. When she was a teenager, her father, a staunch Catholic, had sent her across the channel to attend the Sacred Heart Convent in Amiens, eighty miles north of Paris. It was an exclusive Catholic girls’ boarding school where the Gudgeon sisters were enrolled to better their French and further their religious education. While there, Queeny met the daughters of a few French noble families, including one who was to become the Countess de Bélizal. The two became close friends.

	When Queeny was twenty-six, she returned to France to visit her friend, who had in the meantime married the count and moved into his eighteenth-century castle in Brittany. The countess asked Queeny to stay with her as a companion.

	In the 1880s, there were hardly any occupations suitable for unmarried women of privileged backgrounds. But a “lady’s companion” was a well-respected position, not unlike the role of a lady-in-waiting in the royal family.

	A lady’s companion provided a much-needed service for a woman of rank or wealth. In a society that held many restrictions for upper-class women—and a degree of isolation even in one’s own castle—loneliness and boredom were common. A noblewoman required someone of genteel birth with whom to converse and confide while sewing, having tea, or taking a leisurely walk in the gardens. Because a lady’s companion was deemed acceptable company in the best of circles, she helped her mistress entertain guests, joined her in charity work, and accompanied her to social events or on her travels.

	This, then, was the life Queeny was living, in a chateau in the medieval town of Moncontour, when George James came into his fortune. He sent her a cable to announce he’d be calling on her, and while taking a walk together in the picturesque countryside of Brittany, he asked her to marry him. She said yes.

	In spite of now having the finances to wed—and her acceptance of his proposal—yet another obstacle remained. George James, like most of the British population, was a member of the Church of England rather than the Roman Catholic Church that was so important to Queeny’s father.

	Edward Gudgeon had not only sent his children to Catholic schools, he was active in the Church and one of the founders of a local convent. His religion permeated even his role as Consul General of Liberia, as revealed in a sixteen-page address he presented in 1888 to the Manchester Geographical Society.

	In it, he praised Liberia’s weather and natural resources, decried the liquor traffic carried on by British and foreign traders and, most pointedly, promoted the spread of the Roman Catholic Church. He noted it was “of the deepest importance to counteract the spread of Mohammedanism, the direst and most powerful enemy of Christianity in Africa.”

	Although partisan-thinking Edward didn’t deem the Church of England as powerful an enemy as Islam, it still wasn’t acceptable for the Gudgeons. Queeny would have to marry a Catholic. So she urged George James to consult a Catholic Church canon, a family friend, about converting. In short order, he was confirmed in the Catholic faith.

	The nuptials were set for June 11, 1889, at the gothic-spired Church of the Sacred Heart in Camberwell. Notwithstanding the seven-year delay, Queeny—who had a reputation for being late—nearly missed her own wedding. In the rush to dress, she misplaced a silk stocking. A frantic search proved fruitless, but Queeny was a levelheaded woman not to be stopped by a missing piece of hosiery. She slipped on the one stocking, donned a regal air, and took her place at the altar.

	With the bride’s father, Edward Gudgeon, and the groom’s stepbrother, Henry Whitehead, acting as witnesses, they married. George James was thirty-two and Queeny was thirty-three.

	These were Mimi’s parents.
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	A Bleak Beginning

	George James brought Queeny to the London residence he had inherited from Mrs. Fleschelle. The generous-sized three-story terrace house at 219 Brixton Road easily accommodated the newlyweds, as well as a couple of servants in the fourth-floor attic.

	Queeny, however, missed the bucolic life in Brittany, so she and George James sailed across the English Channel to find a vacation home where they could spend their summer months.

	With its pleasant beaches and favorable rate of exchange for the pound, the French province was popular with British tourists. Many visiting Englishmen bought holiday villas in the lively towns of Saint-Malo and Dinard, but Queeny wasn’t interested in resort living. She and George James called on the Countess de Bélizal, who suggested a place ten miles north of her castle.

	Surrounded by farmland, the old fieldstone house they went to inspect had no modern amenities. Paved roads, electric lights, and running water—conveniences the Tates enjoyed in London—hadn’t yet made their way to rural Brittany. But the property boasted a freshwater spring and was well situated. Although only a short walk from the large Bay of Saint-Brieuc, the house stood on a slight rise that guaranteed it wouldn’t flood. 

	The structure itself—three stories with matching chimneys at each end and dormer windows in the roof—had a drawing room, dining room, six bedrooms, kitchen, and a stable with rooms above it for servants. 

	Making the house livable required some work, but soon it stood in the French countryside like a proper manor. Hedges and roses lined the courtyard in front, and even more flowers adorned the back. Beyond the rear garden, they also planted an orchard of fruit trees.

	George James, who was an Englishman to the core and proud of carrying the name of the patron saint of England, dubbed his domain Villa St. George.

	On the other side of the bay lay the nearest city, Saint-Brieuc. It was five miles away, far enough to ensure the Tates a quiet rural life, but close enough, by horse-drawn buggy, to provide them with urban necessities and diversions. 

	Nearer still were the small villages of Hillion to the north, and Yffiniac to the south, each a brisk thirty-minute walk along a dirt road. Yffiniac had more conveniences, namely a post office and an outlying train station. However, the Tates’ home was in Hillion’s jurisdiction, so they regularly followed the tree-lined rue d’Hillion to get their mail from a little pub, buy the provisions they couldn’t get from nearby farmers, and attend church.

	 

	Most of the year, however, the Tates spent in England and it was there that Queeny gave birth to their first child, Henrietta Agnes. They distinguished her from the other Henriettas—her artist grandmother and blind-in-one-eye Aunt Harrie—by calling her Rita. The baby was baptized in the Catholic Church with her grandfather, Edward Gudgeon, serving as godfather.

	The seventy-year-old diplomat and promoter of good works, however, didn’t live to see his granddaughter past her infancy. He suffered from bronchitis, not an unusual ailment in the dirty air of London with its coal-burning factories and fireplaces. But in the end, it was a cerebral hemorrhage that caused his death. Just three months after Rita’s christening, Edward Gudgeon was laid to rest in Camberwell Old Cemetery, next to his second wife, who had died the year before.

	Following her father’s death, there was less to keep Queeny in crowded London with its noise and pollution. So the Tate family found a home in Acton, a suburb farther out and west of London proper. Their second daughter, Mary Kathleen, was born there eighteen months after Rita.

	The next year brought the last of three closely spaced girls. That was Mimi.

	She arrived on August 9, 1893, well before her due date and critically premature. She weighed less than three pounds. To keep her warm in the damp English air, her nurse put her in a cotton-lined box next to the oven. Mimi was not expected to live, but even in her earliest hours she exhibited a tenacious grip on life.

	Back then, no one called her Mimi. She was christened Maud Isabelle Tate. Her parents also gave her a nickname and just as her mother, Agnes Mary, was most commonly known as Queeny, Maud Isabelle was known as Mona. It wasn’t until many years later that she chose the moniker Mimi.

	By the time she was born, the family had made plans to move permanently to their summer home. After four years in the greater London area, Queeny wanted to live year-round in France. George James’s inheritance, however, was not great enough to allow him a life of leisure, and since professional positions in Brittany were scarce—especially for someone with limited French—he decided to keep his job in England. He planned to spend half of each year working at the accounting firm, and the other half with his family at Villa St. George.

	It’s likely their move to Brittany was based in part on health concerns. Aside from air pollution, the greater London area suffered a high concentration of infectious diseases in an era before the development of medications to treat them. Child mortality was high. George James had a keen interest in medicine and was probably as anxious as his wife to get their children out of England’s unwholesome capital.

	Queeny may have intended to be settled in Villa St. George before Mimi’s birth, allowing the family to enjoy the summer holidays there. The baby’s early arrival, however, surely forced them to wait a few months until the tiny girl was strong enough to travel. By then, the season was over and George James was back at work. Queeny and her girls, accompanied by their servants and nannies, embarked on the rough crossing to Brittany. November now, the beaches were cold and the flowers no longer in bloom, but autumn crops were being harvested and the air was clean.

	Despite the healthier environment, shortly after their move, Queeny’s middle daughter, twenty-two-month-old Mary Kathleen, was stricken with spinal meningitis. It’s not known whether she had brought the infection—spread through coughing and sneezing—with her from England, or if she caught it on the boat or even in France. Regardless, the toddler was dreadfully sick. Mimi related the story she’d been told.

	“My sister was ill for about three days. At that time, my father was in London and it was difficult to reach him because in this village we had no telephone. Finally my mother sent a telegram to my father acquainting him with the fact that my sister was seriously ill and requesting him to please come home.

	Now, to come home to Hillion meant crossing the English Channel, which took twelve hours. After landing in a small place called Saint-Malo, he had to take either the morning train or, if he arrived later in the day, board a night train and ride until the next morning. Hillion had no station, so he had to get off at Yffiniac and ask some farmer for a ride to the house.

	When my father finally arrived, the courtyard was filled with Brittany peasants and friends. Just then this little coffin was carried out through the front door, followed by my mother.

	There was a law that anyone dying of spinal meningitis was to be buried immediately, within a day, so my mother had had to start the funeral without him.

	A man said to my father, ‘Would you like to look at your child?’ He replied, ‘No, the last time I saw this dear little thing she was waving and saying bye-bye to me.’”

	 

	It was a late November day when the somber entourage walked behind the small casket to Hillion. The ancient graveyard beside the church had already been filled to capacity, so Mary Kathleen was buried in the new cemetery. A bit removed from the village center, it was a stark piece of land overlooking the frigid waters of the bay.

	That night, Queeny, mourning her little girl left alone in that bleak burial ground, was unable to sleep.

	“It was well after midnight and my mother was feeling so bad, she walked down to the cemetery and stood at Mary Kathleen’s grave. It was dark, and she was smoking a cigarette. Suddenly, out of nowhere, came a shot, and the cigarette was knocked out of her mouth! Terrified, she immediately hurried home.

	The next day a story spread around, as it does in a little village. A man was in the pub drinking and said that when he was going out to hunt ducks, very early in the morning, that he passed by the cemetery and saw a ghost!

	‘So,’ he said, ‘believe me, I shot that ghost!’

	The people there were very superstitious. I’m quite sure my mother didn’t try to visit my sister’s grave at night again. It was simply too dangerous.”

	Mary Kathleen’s fifty-eight-year-old nanny, Adele, was heartbroken. Queeny, who regarded the older French woman as part of the family, put her in charge of caring for Mimi.

	Two weeks later, the family’s sorrow deepened further with the death of George James’s sister, Ethel. Only thirty-two, she died a week after giving birth to her fifth child, a boy they named Herbert. In an era when infant mortality was already high, it was even higher for the motherless. Five months later, Ethel’s baby followed her in death.

	 

	Before the first anniversary of Mary Kathleen’s passing, at a time when Mimi was taking her first steps, the family finally had cause to look ahead. Queeny was expecting another baby. 

	An active woman who enjoyed vigorous walks far into her pregnancies, she was out on an autumn day when she suddenly found herself in close quarters with a neighbor’s bull. He chased her through a field, but Queeny, heavy with child, managed to outrun him.

	This slightly-more-than-vigorous outing brought on labor. Although anxious about having another early delivery, she and George James were happy when, after three daughters, she gave birth to a small but healthy son.

	Queeny had trouble nursing her born-too-soon baby, so she hired Bobonne, a wet nurse from a neighboring village. Three weeks later, they took the infant to the church in Hillion and baptized him George Edward Cecil. The Countess de Bélizal was named godmother. 

	In less than fifteen months, Queeny had given birth to a premature baby, moved to France, buried a toddler, narrowly escaped being shot, and delivered a second preterm infant. What’s more, she’d spent most of that time without the company of her husband, who likewise, was forced to bear much of his own worry and sorrow alone. Even with servants to lighten the load and nannies to take care of the children, Mimi’s first year was spent in a home most likely darkened by stress and grief.

	Before the age when her earliest memories were formed, however, easier times had arrived. Mimi always spoke glowingly of her childhood in Brittany and especially of life with her little brother, George Edward, who soon became her playmate and best friend.

	 

	
Book II

	Brittany, France

	1893–1909

	 

	Queeny—Mimi’s mother, Agnes Mary Gudgeon. 

	George James—Mimi’s father, George James Frederick Tate.

	Henrietta—Mimi’s grandmother, Henrietta Gliddon.

	Harrie—Mimi’s aunt, Henrietta Alexandriana Ross Tate.

	Rita—Mimi’s oldest sibling, Henrietta Agnes.

	Mary Kathleen—Mimi’s older sister, who died at 22 months. 

	George Edward—Mimi’s brother, George Edward Cecil.

	Adele LeSage—Mimi’s aging nursemaid.

	Mimi—Christened Maud Isabelle and commonly called Mona.

	Countess de Bélizal—Queeny’s dearest friend. 

	Villa St. George—The Tates’ home in Hillion, Brittany.
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	A Brittany Childhood

	Life at Villa St. George reflected a mix of British and French influences. The small manor was a proper English home, at least when George James was in residence. Still, the household staff and nannies were French and, not surprisingly, Mimi and her siblings grew up speaking the language of the land. Queeny was comfortable in either tongue, but George James, who demanded flawless English of his children, wasn’t in favor of them speaking en français. Luckily, frequent guests from London kept the Tate children’s English fluent.

	George James’s recently married sister, Maud, visited with her husband, William Rogers. Both artists, they enjoyed capturing the Brittany countryside and produced watercolors of the farmers’ thatched-roof homes. The rural yards lacked the colorful flowers of England’s picturesque cottages, but the everyday mishmash of barrels and brooms, chickens and pigs, held a quaint charm of their own. 

	Although George James didn’t seem to have inherited his mother’s artistic talent, he had great respect for art, especially in its ability to preserve history. Once, he commissioned an artist to create a large oil painting of the inside of a typical Breton home. It depicted a traditionally attired country family—men sporting black hats with black ribbons and the women in white lace caps and wooden sabot shoes—gathered around the hearth as they entertained city relatives in modern garb.

	George James’s mother, Henrietta, visited on occasion, but she lived in London with Harrie, in three rooms paid for by her son. He stayed there during his working months.

	Henrietta was the only grandparent Mimi knew, the others having died before she was born. Even if Mimi had very few firsthand recollections of her straight-backed Grandmamma, one of her favorite stories was of the time Henrietta carved a likeness of Queeny from stone.

	A man, perhaps a neighbor or acquaintance, had scoffed at the art of sculpting, asserting that anyone with the proper tools could do it. According to Mimi, Henrietta was not pleased.

	“You don’t need the tools,” she’d said, “you need the skills. If you give me a piece of marble, a hammer, and an old nail, I can carve out a respectable figure.”

	Her challenger brought her a ten-pound slab of marble and a bent nail. Queeny, wearing what looked like a medieval headscarf, posed as the Virgin Mary. Then Henrietta proceeded to silence the scoffer by carefully hammering out, without the benefit of a chisel, a neoclassical bas-relief profile.

	Mimi, who grew up admiring the white marble carving, loved this display of determination. Not many girls had a grandmother who was self-assured enough to accept such a challenge . . . talented enough to win a medal from Prince Albert . . . or bold enough to request an audience with Queen Victoria. Henrietta’s life inspired Mimi in much the same way that George Tate’s had, fueling in her a spirit of independence and confidence.

	The last story about her Grandmamma had an equally enduring effect. In her old age, Henrietta—in a bid to confer lasting protection on her son—told George James, “Whoever does you good will flourish, but whoever wounds you will have my curse until the day they die.”

	It’s doubtful anyone greatly benefited or suffered from her solemn invocation, since George James would have shared that part of the story with Mimi as well. But it was perhaps the beginning of Mimi’s belief in the power of the mind. At the very least, she grew up believing in the ability, and occasional necessity, of placing curses.
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