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Chapter 1



April 1859


Emily could see only the front row distinctly and it was filled with the Harvard boys who’d been coming for days, slipping past their parents or dodging their landladies. Their upturned faces, gleaming like oiled bone in the wan yellow of the oil lamps, were creased with knowing pity, as she discovered what they knew already: that she, Juliet, a Capulet, had fallen in love with a Montagu. The smell of oranges, the peel lying thickly between the seats, melting candy and hot wood rose towards her as the theatre warmed beneath a fierce sun.


She bent over Romeo and kissed him softly on the cheek, at the crease of his lips. She tasted greasepaint.


‘Thy lips are warm!’ she whispered.


She searched through his clothes and pulled out a knife, turning the blade between her palms so it glittered in the light of the single candle. ‘O happy dagger! This is thy sheath; there rest and let me die.’


There was a sharp intake of breath, a collective sigh from the audience and a woman cried out as Emily stabbed the blade into her chest and collapsed over Romeo, her heart beating hard.


She felt Romeo’s chest rise and fall beneath her and her back grew hot where she rested upon him, trying to still her own breathing. She’d lain awkwardly again and the corner of the tomb bit into the fleshy crease behind her knee. Someone was sobbing in the cheaper seats.


‘For never was a story of more woe, Than this of Juliet and her Romeo,’ the Prince concluded.


Emily counted for three slow beats and then rose as the audience, gently at first then growing in strength, started to clap and whoop and stamp their feet until they too staggered upright in one ragged mass. She held out her hand to Nate Doyle, who played Romeo, and they walked to the centre of the stage, where she curtsied and he bowed and she smiled at the Harvard boys, whose eyes glistened and mouths hung wetly open. She scanned the front rows for one familiar face: that of a young gentleman with curly, fair hair. He always sat on the third row to one side. Today, though, he was absent. She turned and, with a look, summoned the other members of the cast to join her. Mr Doyle’s hand was clammy and she let his fingers slide from hers. She stepped forward to receive the warm tides of adulation, smiling, smiling into the dark.


In the dressing room there was, as usual, a neat bouquet of flowers: yesterday there had been salmon-pink dahlias and strawberry peonies cushioned on a bed of moss with a card that read, as it always did, ‘To Miss Emily Harris, From a Friend,’ the last word underscored so hard a tiny splatter of ink had been left in its wake. This time the flowers were cream roses with a hint of green running through their veins.


Today, because it was a matinée, she opened the shutters in the dressing room to let the light flood in and a crowd of street urchins pressed themselves against the window. They stared and pointed at her dress, simple as she had had to insist, in white with a gold trim, and her gilt slippers and watched as she removed the faux pearl pins from her hair and the choker from around her throat. She closed the shutters again and began to wipe away the heavy stage make-up with cold cream.


There was a knock.


‘Emily, it’s me.’ Her father was playing Capulet.


‘Come in,’ she called.


John Harris put his head around the door. He had already changed and his overcoat was hanging over his arm, his hat in his hand. ‘The carriage is waiting.’


‘I shan’t be a moment,’ she said, half muffled through the cream.


Without his help she would not possibly reach the carriage through the dense crowd of onlookers who wished to catch hold of her clothes, call her name, claim her attention so they could say they had seen Emily Harris, that they’d touched her skirt and that she had smiled at them.


It was early evening by the time they reached the house at Cape Cod and the white wooden walls glowed in the soft, dusky-pink light. Orange trees in terracotta pots were placed on either side of the door, the colour of the ripening fruit beginning to suffuse through the waxy green rind. As her father helped her out of the carriage, Sarah Crawford came to the door, stepping past the butler and the maid and holding out her arms.


‘My dear,’ she said, ‘you must be positively shaken to bits.’


‘It was somewhat uneven,’ said Emily, laughing, ‘but I’m becoming accustomed to your deplorable roads and dreadful conveyances.’


‘Forgive her, Miss Crawford,’ said John as he kissed Sarah’s hand, ‘she is terribly bad-mannered. She had a singular upbringing.’


Sarah smiled and tucked a wispy strand of hair back into her bun. ‘Ely is looking forward to seeing you, but I knew you should like to freshen up first.’


‘Thank you, Sarah,’ Emily said. ‘I’m always grateful for hot water – it seems to be rationed in this country.’


The Crawfords’ house was as spare and elegant as they were: the walls were whitewashed, the wooden floorboards burnished. As soon as the maid had shown her to her room, Emily ran to the window and threw it open. The wind, sweet with salt, blew back the muslin curtains and the canopy around the bed until the room seemed full of fine, white fabric billowing like an unsheathed sail. Below her the beach stretched for miles, the sand a dull rose-gold. She would have liked nothing better than to run down its firm, hard length but the Crawfords were holding a dinner in her honour.


The maid returned with hot water perfumed with orange blossom and soft, white towels. Emily wet one and held it to her face, moulding it against her features, breathing in the heat and scent until it grew cool. The maid helped her change into a shell-coloured raw silk dress scattered with seed pearls and trimmed with white velvet, and then styled her hair. The curls were so dark and neat it looked as if she squeezed them she might wring out drops of precious essential oil. Emily looked at herself in the mirror. She was small with smooth curves. Her large eyes were almost black and her face was heart-shaped. Her skin appeared opalescent against her dress. She did not realize that she was beautiful for the simple fact that her mother had often told her she was not.


‘Ah, my dear, you look magnificent,’ said Sarah, taking her hand and leading her into the drawing room.


Sarah Crawford always dressed in black during the day and in the evenings changed into grey silk with a lace collar. She wore her brown hair scraped back from her face and pinned firmly into a bun but fine, frizzy strands constantly escaped. Her eyes were sharp and blue and her mouth was set in a straight, determined line. In her mid thirties, she had never married, choosing to live at home with her father, Theodore, and her younger brother Ely, and work as a novelist. The Crawfords lived almost spartanly but they entertained with great warmth and generosity. The room was filled with candles and gleamed with silver and crystal; a plate piled with delicate pastries was positioned in the middle of the table, around which stood a group of people, who turned towards Emily as she entered.


Emily nodded and bowed. Sarah began to make introductions. ‘May I introduce a friend of the Bells, Mr Charles Earl Brook?’ she said, handing Emily a glass of champagne.


‘We have already had that pleasure,’ said Charles Earl Brook, holding out his hand and bowing slightly.


‘Mr Brook,’ she said.


Charles slowly bent over and kissed her hand.


She sipped her champagne and remembered the first time she’d met Charles. It had been January and she and her father had just finished the Christmas season in New York. It was bitterly cold and they were both exhausted. She’d been in America since the previous October and she was homesick and missed her mother and her brother, William. She had been tramping around the streets through liquid snow until her boots were quite soaked and had arrived back at the hotel, chilled to the bone, her cheeks flushed, her throat aching, in a thoroughly bad temper.


Her father had caught sight of her and called her. He was sitting drinking and smoking in the public room with a young man whom he introduced to her as Charles Earl Brook. As the man smiled and said how delighted he was to meet her, had, in fact, longed for the pleasure of her acquaintance, she recognized him. He had attended many of her performances and once he had stood outside the theatre waiting for her. He had taken off his hat and stepped forward as if he might like to speak to her but her father had escorted her to their carriage and the moment had been lost. She had noticed his fair curls before; now at close proximity she observed that his eyes were an unusually pale grey, with the luminosity of fine crystal or labradorite.


He said that he was a lawyer with a practice in New York but he had travelled to other cities on the east coast particularly to see her act. He declared himself enchanted. In spite of his northern address, he spoke with a faint southern drawl. Delightful as he was, she wanted nothing more than to change out of her wet clothes and lie down in her room. Until, that is, she mentioned that she loved to ride and missed her horse at home and had, as yet, found no one willing to accompany her.


Charles’s eyes had glowed and he had leaned forward slightly in his chair.


‘Why, that is a singular passion of mine too,’ he’d said in his soft voice. ‘With your permission, sir, I could secure horses for us all,’ he’d added, turning to Mr Harris. ‘We could ride around Central Park. It is quite beautiful in the snow.’


Her father, though he loathed horses, acquiesced for her sake.


Charles Brook had been correct: Central Park was indeed spectacular beneath its frozen winter mantle.


‘Allow me to introduce you to everyone present,’ Charles Earl Brook now said, taking Emily’s elbow and adroitly steering her away from Sarah.


It was, Sarah had told her, to be an intimate dinner and weekend with a select number of friends. Naturally Theodore, Sarah and Ely’s father, was there, as well as their aunt, Mathilda Fraser. Charles introduced her to a society couple, the Bells, and their daughters, Penelope and Catherine, with whom he had been staying for the past few days. In his typically flamboyant style, he presented her as the most celebrated actress of the day.


‘My word, that is quite an accolade,’ murmured Penelope Bell, bending very slightly at the waist towards her. She had thick, straight blonde hair and a heavy milky complexion. She looked sleek and well fed.


Ely was standing next to Miss Bell and Emily caught a fleeting expression on his face, the merest shade of anger. He looked down at her and smiled. He was in his early thirties, tall and thin with the same sharp blue eyes as his sister but his features were much finer than hers.


‘Not everyone thinks actresses deserve to be celebrated,’ Emily remarked to Ely after she’d excused herself from the younger Bells. ‘It is only you Crawfords who have been so immeasurably kind to us, to Father and me.’


‘The elder Miss Bell is used to being the most fêted female in the room,’ Ely said quietly. He paused and then said, ‘But far more important than the younger Bells – we have taken the liberty of inviting your publisher. Please, allow me,’ and he took her arm and led her to the far corner of the sitting room where his father was leaning against the cherry-wood mantelpiece talking to Edward King. It did not come naturally to the elder Mr Crawford to host such a gathering, but Emily saw that he had quite taken the thing in his stride.


‘How delightful to see you again, Miss Harris,’ said Edward King. ‘My favourite authoress.’


Mr King’s skin had the nap of a white peach and his dark, almost navy eyes were deep-set and half hidden beneath wiry eyebrows. He had a penchant for waistcoats and today, with his grey evening suit, he was wearing mustard-coloured silk embroidered with fleurs-de-lis, and an ivory cravat.


‘Are you familiar with Miss Harris’s book on American life?’ he asked, turning to Mr Bell.


‘I should say we could hardly have missed hearing of it,’ said Mr Bell. ‘Most amusing but a little, if I may say so, Miss Harris, dismissive of the American way of life and somewhat restricted in its reach.’


‘Restricted in reach, Mr Bell?’ asked Emily.


‘Miss Harris, you are such a young lady and have spent so little time in our great nation that I cannot quite believe you could have seen sufficient to warrant the title, American Life.’


‘You are quite correct, Mr Bell. I have travelled considerably – or so it felt to me – but I see now that I have hardly made a dent in the vastness of the continent. I have not ventured particularly far south nor west and, indeed, have spent but little time in the middle. The book, such as it is, is meant only to be a slim volume of observations from one who expected, because of our natural kinship with America, to find that your customs would be as ours but, in fact, discovered them to be disconcertingly different.’


‘Come, come,’ said Mr King, ‘you are doing yourself a disservice, Miss Harris. It is full of bons mots and spry observations.’


‘Ah well, for those I thank my father,’ said Emily, ‘who retained a singular good humour throughout our travels whereas I, I am afraid to admit, was rather less pleasant company.’


‘That I could not imagine,’ said Charles Brook, who had drawn near, leaving the women, the two Bell sisters, their mother and Sarah Crawford together. Mrs Fraser and Emily’s father were deep in conversation on the far side of the room. ‘I thought the book delightful, Miss Harris, and we are lesser men than I had presumed if we cannot take a little gentle teasing from the fairer sex.’


‘A fair observation, young man,’ said Mr Bell, inclining his head. He raised his glass in a toast. ‘To Miss Harris.’


As the others followed suit, Charles Brook said quietly to her, ‘I have taken the liberty of bringing my horse with me.’


He was half watching Penelope who had swayed across the room to speak to Edward King.


‘Mr Crawford has been so kind as to offer you one of his geldings. That is, if you wish to ride tomorrow.’ He smiled at her.


How self-assured of him, Emily thought, to arrange a horse for her at her own friends’ house.


‘Mr Crawford, would you excuse us for a few minutes? I need to borrow Miss Harris for a moment,’ Charles Brook said, half bowing to Theodore. Turning to Emily he said, ‘Dinner is almost ready and I wish to speak to you privately beforehand. I may not have another opportunity.’


He led her on to the veranda at the front of the house.


‘I had thought we surely should be able to see the stars,’ he said, strolling ahead of her, his hands in his pockets, looking up at the sky.


A fierce wind had sprung up since the afternoon and dense clouds obliterated the stars and the moon. The sea felt very near, the waves crashing on the shore, coating her skin with a fine spray of salt. There was something exhilarating in its strength.


‘Miss Harris,’ he said, turning to her.


Emily gripped the rail of the veranda, feeling the day’s residual warmth in the wood. She shivered. She had an oily feeling in the pit of her stomach. She glanced up at him and he walked back towards her, half smiling. He stopped when he was very close and leaned against the rail, one hand almost touching hers. She looked down at this hand, so white and clean, the gold ring on his little finger glinting dully in the dark. Her throat felt as if it might close.


‘What was it that you wanted to say, Mr Brook?’ she said finally, forcing herself to look at him.


The iris of his pale grey eyes appeared almost the same shade as the cratered moon she had once seen through a telescope. He leaned closer to her and she could feel the heat rising from him, smell the cigar smoke trapped in his suit and his cologne, like Christmas in a grand house.


It started to rain, heavy drops at first, driving in at an angle and then suddenly a deluge, sheets of water, almost milky white. They stepped back against the side of the house where they were more sheltered.


‘Mr Brook …’


‘Not quite what I had anticipated,’ he said and she felt the entire right side of her body burning where he pressed against her beneath the eaves.


He cupped her chin in one hand and very gently traced the outline of her cheek and her jawbone with one finger. It felt as if he were drawing a bead of liquid mercury across her skin. His face was in darkness now and he bent towards her. Emily felt the rush of hot air from his breath, the biscuit scent of champagne, and then his lips met hers, so much hotter and softer than she had imagined. He stretched his hands flat against her shoulder blades and pulled her towards him. She turned her head away and drew back from him and after a moment he released his hold.


He dropped on one knee. Elongated puddles of water glistened around him, crackling with the force of the rain.


‘Mr Brook …’


‘Miss Harris, Emily, if I may, you are quite the most beautiful and the most talented woman I’ve met.’


‘Mr Brook, please …’ she said awkwardly.


‘Will you marry me?’


‘Mr Brook, do please get up. I am terribly sorry but I hardly feel that I’m the marrying kind. I’m an actress and actresses are not known for making excellent wives.’ She began to shiver. ‘And I think you ought to have spoken to my father first, Mr Brook,’ she said quietly.


He rose to his feet. ‘Emily, my dear, we both know that you do not like acting. If you married me, why, you’d never need to perform in public again.’


The rain was coursing down his face now, running into his collar, crushing his curls.


‘And I do believe you like me, just a little. Please, do reconsider,’ he said, reaching out to touch her wrist.


She took a step back and felt the wooden deck slick beneath her feet. ‘Had you asked my father, Mr Brook,’ she persisted, ‘he would have given the same answer as I have.’


As she turned to go back inside, lightning cracked across the sky and there was a heavy roll of thunder. She hastened upstairs to dry herself as best she could. She could see what Charles Brook had wished for – a proposal beneath the stars on a warm June night, the sea murmuring below – and then, tinkling his spoon against his glass, he would have announced to the assembled diners, her closest friends and some of Boston’s most influential people, their engagement. Emily felt sorry that she had hurt him and angry that she had been forced to do so. She patted her ringlets, now ruined, shook out her damp skirts and wrapped a cashmere shawl around her bare shoulders before descending. She paused just before she entered the dining room, still conscious of the imprint of his lips against hers.


When she went in, the party were already seated. They stopped speaking as she appeared. One of the servants pulled back the empty chair between Sarah and Edward King and it scraped across the wooden floor. Ely, seated opposite, looked at her with concern. Penelope Bell glanced ostentatiously from Charles Brook to Emily and back, and frowned.


‘You are quite soaked through, my child,’ said Aunt Mathilda.


‘I’m afraid I ventured outside just as it began to rain,’ said Emily, shivering slightly as she tried to smile.


‘I will blame you, Mr Harris, if that child catches a chill. She should not be allowed to run about so unsupervised.’


‘My daughter has a tendency to do as she pleases, Mrs Fraser,’ said her father.


In the silence they could hear the rain lashing against the window panes, which rattled in their frames, and there was a clap of thunder.


‘It sounds like a terrible storm,’ said Sarah, motioning to one of the servants to light the fire.


The maid began to ladle out the soup.


‘I know it is rather dull of me to comment on it each time we meet, but your accent is quite delightful,’ said Edward King, turning to Emily.


‘On the rare occasions that I hear it, the English accent makes me simply homesick,’ she replied. ‘But I feel quite at ease here. The Crawfords have taken me under their wing,’ she said. ‘I had not realized in what little regard actors are held over here. People are prepared to pay us very handsomely yet not allow us to dine with them. It is most curious.’


Mr King took a delicate sip of his soup and laid down the spoon. He dabbed at his full lips with a napkin. ‘It grieves me to see you received with anything less than the utmost hospitality. We are such a new country and yet we cling to outmoded values and conservative customs.’


‘Isn’t that exactly the prerequisite of the new – to extract comfort from the old?’ said Emily. She glanced up to see Charles looking at her. She smiled back gently.


Over dessert the conversation turned to politics.


‘The poor man! What an utterly tragic waste,’ said Sarah.


‘Well, perhaps his death was not entirely in vain. It has, at least, roused the Democrats,’ replied Theodore.


‘To whom are you referring?’ asked Emily.


‘Dred Scott,’ said Sarah. ‘You may well not have heard of him. The trial took place before you arrived in America.’


One of the maids brought in a tray laden with thimble-sized glasses full of clear liqueur and placed one in front of every guest.


‘He was a slave,’ explained Ely. ‘Dred Scott was owned by a general in the army, John Emerson, who was transferred to states where slavery is illegal. Technically he should have emancipated the man, but instead he hired him out as a labourer and kept his wages and when Emerson died his wife carried on the practice. She refused to let him or his wife and child leave and so Scott actually sued the American government for his freedom. This was back in 1840 and he was, after several court cases, granted his freedom.’


Emily took a sip of the viscous liquid. It burned her throat and tasted of oranges.


‘But then,’ interrupted Sarah, ‘the Supreme Court overturned the decision last year. It was eventually ruled that Scott was not and could not be an American citizen.’


‘Typical example of a jumped-up darkie with ideas too big for his britches,’ said Mr Bell in a low grumble.


‘The wider political ramifications, of course, are that Taney’s ruling suggests that slavery can occur in any state,’ said Theodore. ‘And, as you know, northern states are anti-slavery and wish, if not to abolish the practice in southern states, at least prevent other states from taking it up.’


‘I have never seen a slave,’ said Catherine Bell. She had thin hair and sharp features and lacked the creamy glow of her elder sister. ‘I am quite curious to see what one looks like.’


‘They say that in general they are kept very well, cosseted even,’ said Mr Bell, ‘the way one might treat a racehorse.’


Ely Crawford glared at Mr Bell but said nothing.


‘Well, surely, Mr Bell, it does not matter how well a man is treated – how much fresh hay and exercise he’s given – if he is to be deprived of his liberty,’ said Emily.


‘I am merely pointing out that the southern states believe they can justify their customs. Furthermore, a man’s possession does not cease to be a man’s possession simply because it happens to reside elsewhere in our great country. By your own admission, Miss Harris, you are somewhat inexperienced regarding our American ways.’


‘Well, I am prejudiced against slavery, though, as an Englishwoman, the absence of such a prejudice would be utterly disgraceful.’ Emily took a mouthful of her tart. The berries burst in her mouth with a sweet astringency.


‘The story has an even more unhappy outcome,’ said Ely. ‘Scott’s former owner, who had originally sold him to Emerson, bought him and freed him but barely six months later he died of tuberculosis. I’m writing a pamphlet about his life,’ he added.


‘How dreadful,’ said Emily. ‘I do find it hard to comprehend,’ she added thoughtfully. ‘Slavery was abolished in England before I was born. I simply cannot understand how one man can justify owning another – as if he were a horse.’


‘As you have admitted, Miss Harris, it is a prejudice. Perhaps if you were to journey to the south you might see the truth for yourself,’ said Charles smoothly. ‘The situation is potentially more complex than you have allowed.’


‘Shall we adjourn to the parlour for coffee?’ suggested Theodore Crawford.


The following morning was beautifully still: the sea like glass, the sky a clear, fresh blue, but the shoreline was littered with great swathes of seaweed and chunks of driftwood. There were also grey piles of something that appeared to be moving. As she opened the door Emily saw that the wind had devastated the two little orange trees: the unripe fruit were strewn across the front porch like lime-green marbles. When she reached the beach she laughed out loud at the incongruity of it: the sand was heaped with lobsters. They waved their pincers and moved their legs like mechanical objects. She looked up to see Ely walking towards her carrying a basket.


‘Good morning, Miss Harris. The debris will make riding this morning somewhat hazardous, but I thought you might want to help me fetch our lunch,’ he said as he drew near.


‘I’ve never even seen a live lobster before!’


‘Take care of the pincers,’ he said, as she bent to pick one up.


She grasped the lobster’s hard carapace behind the claws, as he instructed, and picked it up, shaking it slightly to disentangle its legs from its fellows. It was a large, old beast, draped with skeins of weed, and with barnacles growing on its back leg. She dropped it in the basket and Ely replaced the lid firmly.


‘It’s going to be the very devil to put them in when there’s already a few in there trying to get out,’ he said.


They could hear the lobster inside, clicking its claws.


‘How do you cook them?’ she asked.


‘They’re dropped into boiling water.’


‘Alive?’


‘I’m afraid so. It’s a quick way of dispatching them though.’


‘Oh, how horrid. The ones we choose are going to suffer a vile death.’


He looked out to sea and then back at her. ‘Perhaps in the future people will view killing animals the way we view slavery. Some of us view slavery,’ he said, correcting himself.


A lobster walked past her and Emily swiftly grabbed hold of it, a little too far back, and it seized her wrist, pinching the skin. She cried out in shock and dropped it. Ely picked it up expertly instead.


‘Are you hurt? Their claws are rather powerful for such small creatures.’


‘No,’ she said, rubbing her wrist, ‘only taken by surprise. But all beasts wish to live so I should not have been.’


She plucked another lobster from the heap and Ely helped her pull its legs free. The crustacean was a dark vitreous green with smooth, black, blank eyes on tiny stalks. A group of seagulls were squabbling over a dead lobster a few yards away, shrieking at one another, pulling the animal apart, stabbing at its flesh. In the bright, flat sunlight she could see all the faint lines on Ely’s face, the threads of silver in his hair.


‘How curious that their shells turn red,’ she said, carefully putting the lobster in the basket, pushing its curled tail in before closing the lid.


‘It sounds as if they are screaming when they’re dropped in the water, but I’m told it’s the air escaping, hissing through their joints. I think we’ve sentenced enough to death though, don’t you?’


‘Yes, let’s return to the house. I’m feeling famished. I ran out here without any breakfast.’


He smiled. ‘I noticed. Would you care to stay here longer, Miss Harris? I can see the sea air agrees with you.’


‘I should dearly wish to.’ She sighed. ‘But we have to return tonight. We have rehearsals tomorrow and then the performances continue. Those endless performances!’


‘Everyone is talking of you. What a wonderful actress you are. So natural. And so beautiful. But you don’t like it.’ He smiled gently.


Emily thought of the theatre in Boston: the dark mass of the audience, the young men with their pinched faces who hung outside, the ticket touts in their greasy shirts loitering by the theatre entrance; of the gossip columnists.


‘I don’t like being discussed,’ she said. ‘And I detest acting.’ She hesitated. Ely Crawford waited quietly for her to continue. ‘You know, Mr Crawford, my father and I have been here seven months in total and we will stay for two years altogether and then return, having made our fortunes. I must say that, apart from the sadness of losing you and Sarah, I am counting the days until I can return.’


When Emily entered the dining room, Charles Brook was seated at the table. He looked up at her and smiled as she walked in, greeting her in his usual charming way, as if her rejection of him the previous night had not been a disappointment. He was drinking a glass of sweet wine and eating a thick slice of brioche slathered in marmalade. He slid two teaspoons of sugar into his coffee cup and stirred, his spoon clinking against the china sides. Penelope Bell was sitting next to him. She looked as if she too had eaten something very sweet for breakfast but it did not stop the shiver of distaste that passed over her face, like a ripple across a pail of milk, as she took in Emily’s dishevelled hair, disordered dress and sandy shoes. The two of them cordially took their leave of her, then followed the maid to the parlour, leaving her alone with Catherine Bell. The young woman rose to her feet and looked down at Emily.


‘I hope that it’s at an end, Miss Harris.’


‘That what is at an end, Miss Bell?’ Emily asked, surprised.


Catherine made a small gesture with her white hand. ‘Whatever it was. Between you and Mr Brook.’


Emily swallowed and took a sip of her coffee.


‘You do realize that they’re engaged, don’t you?’


She shook her head. ‘No, I did not. Mr Brook has never mentioned it. Nor had I heard it announced.’


‘Well,’ said Catherine sharply, ‘it has never been formally announced, but it is understood by all.’ She glared at Emily.


‘I see.’


‘They’re perfect for one another.’


‘Quite.’ Emily took another sip of her coffee. ‘I wish them the utmost happiness. Mr Brook, my father and I occasionally ride together and I hope that will continue for the time being. It can hardly affect Miss Bell; at least, until her wedding.’


‘It’s improper,’ said Catherine, two red spots appearing on her cheeks, ‘but I hardly expect someone like you to understand that.’ She swept out of the room.


The day that had started so freshly and so beautifully seemed ruined.


‘Whatever is the matter?’ Sarah Crawford walked in just in time to see Catherine leaving.


‘I had not realized that Mr Brook is betrothed to Miss Bell,’ said Emily.


‘Ah,’ said Sarah, sitting down next to Emily. ‘The Bells and the Brooks are two old, respectable families with money. It’s always been understood that they should be united. When the Brooks’ oldest son, Emmanuel, refrained from taking the opportunity, it was assumed that Charles would fulfil his obligations. But as far as I am aware, there has been no formal announcement. Mr Bell awaits one daily,’ added Sarah dryly. ‘I was wondering whether you perhaps have any feelings for Mr Brook?’


‘He asked me to marry him. I refused.’


‘Ah,’ said Sarah again, tucking a stray wisp of hair back into her bun.


‘You can’t simply say “Ah” when I’ve divulged such monumental news,’ said Emily, playfully pulling the strand of hair out again.


‘Well, my dear, I have two pieces of advice I can give you. One general and one particular.’


‘So early in the morning?’ said Emily, taking a bite of her toast.


‘The first one involves marriage. You should not marry.’


‘And how, may I ask, have you ascertained that?’


‘Currently you enjoy a privileged position in society because of your celebrated status and, as a result of your work, you also have money. If you marry, you may well lose both. You certainly won’t be able to continue to work and your fortune will be at your husband’s discretion.’


‘What if he’s rich?’


‘There’s plenty to be said for a rich husband. But you are not ideally suited to be someone’s wife. You are used to being of some note and having your own way. You will have to pray for a very rich and very lenient man.’


‘And the particular advice?’ Emily pushed away her toast.


‘Charles Earl Brook, dear child, is not of your calibre. He is like this’ – Sarah raised the silver sugar bowl – ‘in comparison to you,’ and here she chinked the capacious fruit bowl that stood in the middle of the dining table. The bowl made a clear, ringing sound. ‘You are petite and beautiful and many gentlemen will find that combination charming. But it is a rare man who will remain in love with a woman who is both intelligent and independent.’ She stroked Emily’s shoulder. ‘My dear, you are only twenty-two. Aunt Mathilda is right. Your father should have brought a chaperone for you.’


Emily found that in spite of her objections she was able to eat a great deal of the lobsters’ sweet, fresh flesh drenched in butter at lunch. Afterwards she and her father set off in their carriage, Charles Brook following behind in his. Edward King had left earlier with the Bells.


As the carriage turned out of the Crawfords’ drive, Emily felt the familiar dread steal over her. She hated the endless rounds of rehearsals with mediocre actors and the constant travelling from one lacklustre theatre to another bad hotel. And then, of course, there was Charles Earl Brook. She thought about Miss Bell and the life she would have as Mrs Brook and something in her envied its settled nature and the security it would offer. She wondered if Charles really would marry Miss Bell now that she had refused him. Apart from Miss Bell’s looks and class, Emily failed to see why he was attracted to her.


Their journey from the Crawfords’ had initially been along sandy roads with the scent of pine trees in the air but as it grew dark, the roads grew muddier and more pitted. Because of the storm the night before there was a great deal of water in trenches and ruts, and the carriage bumped and tossed even more than it had on the journey there. It had been lurching unevenly but steadily for some time when suddenly there was a loud creak and the oil lamp at the front swung wildly, sending light flickering through their windows.


‘Dear God,’ said her father and that was the last thing she remembered him saying before the carriage tipped over.


Emily was thrown violently against the window. She must have passed out momentarily. When she opened her eyes, it was dark and she was hunched in the corner in an odd position. Her head throbbed, and something trickled down one side of her face. Outside, she could hear the horses neighing and the coachman calling frantically. She shifted and the carriage rocked alarmingly. In the dim starlight she could make out her father lying silently against the broken window, blood streaming over his face.


‘Father! Father!’ she screamed.


When she touched his neck, she could feel his pulse. He was still alive. The carriage started to rock as the coachman wrenched open the door and reached in to help her out.


‘We have to get my father out,’ she said, as she perched on the side of the carriage and then slid to the ground. In spite of the coachman’s steadying hand, Emily was much higher up than she’d anticipated and she fell awkwardly, landing in a puddle. She saw that one of the wheels had caught in a ditch and as the horses had struggled to pull it out, the axle had snapped.


While she stood there, unsure what to do next, she glimpsed a light in the trees behind them and heard the sound of horses – Charles’s carriage. She ran towards him, shouting.


‘What’s happened? What’s wrong?’ he said, jumping out as the carriage came to a halt. He took her by the shoulder. ‘You are covered in blood!’


‘There’s been an accident,’ she said. ‘I’m perfectly fine, but Father is not.’


Charles looked around wildly. ‘Stay here,’ he commanded.


‘But we must get my father out. He’s hurt,’ Emily cried, but Charles had stridden away and was shouting at his driver. Emily ran back to her carriage and called to the driver, who was tugging ineffectually at the lodged carriage wheel, ‘You’ve got to get my father out!’


‘I can’t do it on my own, m’am,’ he said. ‘I need a light and another man.’


‘Mr Brook, please, come over here and help my father,’ she called.


Charles joined her swiftly, looked inside the carriage, and when he turned to Emily his face was white.


‘Well now,’ said Charles, his voice trembling slightly, ‘we need to think about this, how we get him out. He might have hurt his back. We don’t want to do more damage.’


Emily dashed over to Charles’s carriage, climbed up and unhooked the oil lamp and returned, holding it as steadily as she could in front of her. By the light of the lamp she saw a man riding towards them, slowing to a halt as he saw the horses at an angle across the middle of the road and then turning his head to take in the broken carriage.


‘Sir, over here,’ she shouted and waved, holding out the lamp.


The man trotted over to her. He was a Negro, wearing a grey suit that had been patched repeatedly, particularly around the knees, and a broad-brimmed hat. He dismounted as he reached her. Instantly Charles was by her side.


‘Quick,’ he commanded. ‘There’s a man trapped inside the carriage. Help the driver to carry him out.’


‘Yes, sir,’ the newcomer said quietly and handed Emily the reins of his horse. ‘Pardon me, missis,’ he said, taking the light from her.


‘Climb inside. Pick him up. Pass him to the driver,’ ordered Charles.


‘Sir.’


As the driver held the carriage steady, the man climbed over the smashed wheel and lowered himself inside. He hefted John into his arms, though he was not a small man, and passed him to Charles and the driver who pulled John out.


‘Gently,’ said Charles, cursing under his breath. ‘Good God, man, he’s not a bale of cotton.’


Once John was free of the wreck, the Negro and the driver carried him back to Charles’s carriage and, with some difficulty, hauled him in and laid him on the back seat. Emily tied the horse to a tree and climbed in after them.


‘You got a little liquor?’ the man asked.


Charles pulled a hip flask out of his pocket and the man gave her father a shot. Abruptly, her father woke and groaned and coughed. The man soaked his handkerchief in water from his own flask and wiped John’s face.


‘A few cuts and bruises.’ He wet his handkerchief again and offered it to Emily. ‘Missis, right there on your face.’


‘I’ll do it,’ said Charles, snatching the handkerchief.


He wiped her face gently and then finished by dabbing a drop of alcohol on the cut. She winced.


‘Now, let’s drive your father home and get him to a doctor. You stay with the other driver and attend to the horses and the broken carriage,’ he said to the man. He took a swig from his flask, watching him closely.


‘Yes, sir,’ the man said and he looked away.


Emily turned to him. ‘I can’t thank you enough. Mr Brook, please give this gentleman some money for his trouble.’


‘No, missis, I just help you folks out.’


‘I insist. I don’t know what would have happened without your help.’


Charles handed a few notes to the man, who nodded and jumped out of the carriage. Emily watched him as they drove away until the man had melded with the darkness.





Chapter 2



May 1859


They’d started rehearsals for a new play, Undine, beginning in the mornings when it was passably cool. It would be the last play before the summer. Emily’s role was the fairy water nymph, Undine, who, with a kiss, kills her mortal husband. This play had been extremely popular when she and her father had toured with it before – even more so than Romeo and Juliet.


Emily felt wretched. The heat made her restless. Worse, her father was still ill. Since the accident two weeks ago he had barely been able to get out of bed. He’d been bled and she had placed poultices across his back where he complained of the pain but neither remedy seemed to be working.


She thought about the day her father had suggested they should travel to America. It was the morning after the final performance of Undine at the Theatre Royal in Bath. The entire run had sold out and they had celebrated late into the night. Emily had felt light-headed with relief – that the play had been received so well and had been so uncommonly well attended, and that now it was over she hoped she could perhaps retire from acting. It was late by the time she, her brother Will and her mother returned home; they left her father singing with his manager and some of the other actors.


The following morning felt quite different. Emily woke late to a silent house and with none of her former joie de vivre. She felt fragile and the beginning of a vicious headache pulsed behind her eyes. Her mouth was dry and her cracked lips were stained maroon from the red wine she had drunk. She washed and dressed and sat alone in the dining room, still laid for breakfast although it was almost noon. She was about to ring for the maid when Rachel knocked and entered.


‘Miss, it’s your father.’


Emily’s heart lurched. Her father always seemed so hale but, nonetheless, she worried for his health. He ate too little and drank too much and he was showing the first signs of gout.


‘He wants you to meet him at the teashop, miss. He said for you to go as soon as you was ready.’


She knew where he meant, of course. It was his favourite haunt during the day, by the river not far from the theatre. Rachel was already holding her cloak and she helped Emily put it on and then ran for her bonnet. Emily hurried as fast as she could. It was early summer and the lime blossom was out; the air was as thick as treacle and as sweet as honey and the pollen and tiny chartreuse-green florets dusted her shoulders.


Her father was waiting for her, sitting at a table outside, smoking. In front of him he had a black coffee and a measure of whisky, the liquor glowing in the light bouncing from the black, sun-stippled river. When he saw her he stood and embraced her. This morning he looked like another man. As a young man he had always played the lead. Age had given him gravitas, a statesman-like quality. He was tall with luxuriantly thick, dark hair, a large, slightly hooked nose, deep-set eyes and square jaw. Today the pouches beneath his eyes were puffy and tender-looking; in the harsh light his skin seemed almost translucent, with a faint greenish pallor, the lines from his nose to mouth deeper, and he had not shaved.


‘Have you not been home, Father?’ asked Emily.


He summoned the owner and ordered Emily a Sally Lunn bun with cinnamon butter and a weak tea, then he turned to her.


‘You were wonderful. Astounding,’ he said.


Emily made an impatient gesture. Her father had said all this the night before with great eloquence and this morning it rang hollow.


‘What ails you, Father?’


‘It’s the theatre. We have still not saved it.’


She took a bite of her bun. ‘So, we’ll have to continue. Another play. Perhaps tour,’ she said sadly.


‘It needs more than that,’ said John. ‘My love, I think you and I will have to go to America. They pay uncommonly well over there, you see. More than we could ever hope of making here.’


She said nothing but stared out over the river, banded with emerald and mustard drifts of scum.


‘For how long?’


‘Only a few months.’


He took a pull on his cigar and the smoke hung in the air in front of him. She knew he was lying.


Emily picked up her bun and was about to put it down on the plate again without taking a bite when she realized with a start that a picture of herself was printed in indigo in the centre. It was now smeared with butter and sugar.


She turned the plate around so that he could see. ‘Of course I’ll go with you,’ she said quietly.


‘That’s my girl,’ he said, and enfolded her tightly in his arms.


She left him sitting there as she walked back beneath the avenue of lime trees. She managed to make it all the way home before she started to cry.


Charles had turned up on the second day of rehearsals for Undine with a flute and had joined the orchestra. She hadn’t even known that he could play. He caught her eye and smiled. He’d been most attentive, bringing her father flowers, ripe peaches and chilled slices of watermelon, and he’d paid for a doctor who had come with extremely good recommendations.


Now, as the rehearsal entered its third hour, Charles left the orchestra pit and handed her a glass of cold water. She thanked him and held the glass, beaded with condensation, momentarily against her forehead. She watched as Charles left the stage and whispered something to the director.


The director clapped his hands. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, that’s quite sufficient for today. We shall begin at the same time tomorrow with a full read through.’


‘Do you think you might have time for a ride with me before you have to start learning your lines?’ Charles asked quietly.


‘I know them already,’ she said.


‘Well, good. It’ll be cooler in Mount Auburn too.’


She nodded. ‘We can’t be long though, I’ll need to return to my father.’


He smiled and she realized that there was something different about him, some subtle change in his attitude towards her. She couldn’t quite put her finger on it but, whatever it was, it made her feel triumphant. Miss Penelope Bell had not been mentioned once since their weekend at the Crawfords’.


‘Shall we say in an hour?’


She nodded again.


Back at the hotel, she washed her face, put on her riding habit and pinned up her hair beneath her hat, then looked in on her father. He couldn’t accompany her but she wanted, at least, to ask his permission. He was asleep, his face pale with pain; his breath rattled in his chest. Dark shadows exacerbated the hollows beneath his cheekbones. She crept out and stood in front of his door for a moment to collect herself.


Charles was waiting outside the hotel for her, mounted on a fine bay and holding the reins of a rather beautiful roan. As soon as he saw her he dismounted and helped her on to her horse. As usual, he had picked a good one, wonderfully responsive to her touch. Even so, she felt thoroughly uncomfortable: the thick cotton of her habit irritated her skin and she hated how tight the bodice was around her chest.


She followed Charles through the town but it wasn’t until they passed beneath the great granite gateway into Mount Auburn that a sense of calm descended upon her. Charles had been right, it was cooler. A slight breeze had risen and the shade from the trees provided welcome relief. The sky was brilliant blue and cloudless and a faint scent of pine came from the avenue of firs; the white marble of statues and gravestones glimmered through the green light from the trees as if they were at the bottom of some great torpid river. Mount Auburn was a beautifully landscaped cemetery; its park-like lines of trees, the small lake, rolling lawns and hidden glades reminded Emily of England.


As usual, they galloped through the pines and then came to a halt near the ornamental lake, its surface scaled with the glossy plates of water lilies. Charles pulled out a heavy green bottle of chilled white wine from his saddlebag, along with a couple of glasses and a handful of peaches. He shook out a blanket and laid it on the grass.


‘How perfect!’ exclaimed Emily, holding one of the peaches to her cheek to feel its soft skin and inhale its ripe scent. She would take one back to the hotel for her father.
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