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Polly came to China Court 1841, b. 1806–d. 1895
Cecily came to China Court 1909, aged 14
Groundsel came in 1906 as garden boy
Minna came 1912, m. Groundsel in 1913



PREFACE


In real life when one meets a large family, with all its ramifications of uncles, aunts, and cousins, as well as grandfathers and grandmothers, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren, their friends, servants, and pet animals, it takes time to distinguish them; one does not expect to remember straight away that it is Jane who is married to Bertram, Jack who was born with a club foot, Aunt Margaret who had the unfortunate love affair. One has to get to know them.

China Court is a novel about five generations of a family, so that, as in real life, there are many names and personalities, but I believe if the reader is a little patient – and can bear not to skip – they will soon become distinct and he will have no need to look at the family tree on the frontispiece.

Life, Chaucer says, is a ‘thinne subtil knittinge of thinges’; naturally it is difficult to understand.

R.G.



Lauds
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Nox praecéssit, dies autem appropinquavit …

THE NIGHT IS FAR ON ITS COURSE; DAY DRAWS NEAR.

LITTLE CHAPTER FOR LAUDS FROM MRS QUIN’S Day Hours
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The Visitation The scene takes place in a walled garden. The Virgin holds the half-kneeling Elizabeth in her arms and raises her to her feet. Zacharias stands by with bowed head. On the right-hand side is part of the house with the door open giving the spectator a glimpse of a charming interior. A woman is watching the scene through an open upper window.
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Full border of flowers, harebells, and strawberries and ivy leaves, painted in colours and heightened with gold. Figure of a monkey making a long nose with both hands at the woman watching the scene from the window.



MINIATURE FACING THE OPENING OF LAUDS IN THE
HORAE BEATAE VIRGINIS MARIAE, FROM THE HOURS
OF ROBERT BONNEFOY

 

Old Mrs Quin died in her sleep in the early hours of an August morning.

The sound of the bell came into the house, but did not disturb it; it was quite used to death, and birth, and life.

The usual house sounds went on, but muted: footsteps, upstairs, Dr Taft’s, though he did not stay long – ‘Cause of death, stopped living,’ wrote Dr Taft on the certificate and said he would call in at Mrs Abel’s on his way home; then Mrs Abel’s steps as, quietly, she did what she had to do and, downstairs, Cecily’s as she carried in the coal and made up the kitchen fire, hers and Bumble’s, the old spaniel’s, padding as he followed her backward and forward, forward and backward; Bumble was uneasy, while August, the young poodle, rushed to the front door, back door, upstairs and down, barking, anguished by he knew not what. The fire made a warm fanning sound; a tap ran; the post-van came and the postman dropped letters into the letter box. Trill, the canary, sang. Moses, the cat, meowed for his morning milk and rabbit as, in their turn, Toby, the tabby, Minerva, the stately white cat, and the naughty small one like a sprite, Cuckoo, meowed too. Groundsel had come at eight o’clock as usual and left his pasty on the kitchen windowsill for Cecily to take in and warm for his lunch. Now the sound of his shears as he clipped a box hedge came in from outside, with the calls of blackbirds and robins and the throbbing of an engine from the farm where they were threshing. With all these other sounds, mingling with them, came the bell: ‘In the midst of life we are in death’ was the message of the bell; the house seemed to answer, ‘In the midst of death we are in life.’

‘Shouldn’ us pull the blinds down?’ asked Mrs Abel.

‘She wouldn’t like it,’ said Cecily. ‘She always says, “Don’t shut out the garden.” That’s why Groundsel thought he ought to work, even today.’

‘There now!’ said Mrs Abel, vexed with herself. ‘I purty near forgot! Didn’ I promise to bring her a root o’ me rose piony.’

Neither Cecily nor Mrs Abel whispered, nor did they speak of Mrs Quin as if she were not there, but all the same, things were muted; there was no early-morning firing of explosives from the quarry, which had stopped work when the news was heard and the men had been sent home as a mark of respect, ‘But the news will be in the village before the men,’ said Cecily.

Of course; Dr Taft’s car would have been seen, then Mrs Abel coming down, and Cecily knew the vicar would be here at any moment. ‘No one goes in or out of China Court who isn’t seen,’ complained Cecily often, ‘seen and talked about.’ The village was not kind: proudly inbred, it kept for strangers the spirit of its wrecker forebears, though where it respected it was staunch and for Mrs Quin there would be genuine feeling. ‘Mrs Quin gone!’ It would be a blank that would leave St Probus for once dumb and the whole village would listen, Cecily knew, with respectful silence to the bell. ‘Eighty-one strokes,’ said Cecily as she bent down to push in the damper of the range. ‘You have enough hot water, haven’t you?’ she called to Mrs Abel. ‘I must get the oven hot.’

It is an Eagle range, blackleaded, with shining steel hinges and handles. ‘Everything in this house is hopelessly old-fashioned,’ Mrs Quin’s eldest daughter, Bella, always cries when she has to come to stay; when Mrs Quin breaks her ankle, for instance, and when Cecily has influenza so badly that it turns to bronchitis. The Eagle has flues that Bella cannot wrestle with but Cecily understands it: ‘I ought to, I have known it for nearly fifty years,’ ever since, at fourteen years old, she comes – ‘as kitchen maid then,’ says Cecily – from Wales. It is the same great old range and now it burned red. ‘I shall have to bake,’ said Cecily. ‘Eighty-one strokes,’ and as she straightened herself a tear sizzled across the iron plate.

‘It seems so dreadful, on’y the two on us,’ said Mrs Abel but, if Mrs Quin could have been asked, this was as she would have preferred it. Cecily was her long familiar and neither of them could remember the time when they had not known Mrs Abel, who was the unofficial nurse of the village and its layer-out of the dead. If there had to be someone to touch her so intimately, Mrs Quin would have said, let it be Mrs Abel with her capable work-rough hands. Mrs Abel’s ways were simple: clean linen and bandages, camphor and carbolic, soap and hot water; the eyes closed, the feet laid decently together, hands folded on the breast, chin firmly tied up; simple ways but decent, dignified, ‘and time-honoured,’ Mrs Quin would have said. In the village Mrs Abel would have had certain other duties, even rights: to help with the funeral tea; to arrange the family wreaths; if there were thirteen mourners to walk or drive in the funeral procession and make a fourteenth, but this was China Court and when the time came Mrs Abel would keep in the background.

She and Cecily conferred together. ‘The best linen sheets?’

‘Certainly,’ said Cecily.

‘One pillow?’

‘She always had one.’

Cecily helped to make the bed and when they moved the pillow they found a book tucked under it. ‘Her prayer book,’ said Mrs Abel approvingly, then, as she looked more closely at it, ‘It id’n’ a prayer book.’

‘It is,’ said Cecily and had to resist an impulse to snatch it out of Mrs Abel’s hand.

All these last years the book had been kept by Mrs Quin’s bed, on the table with ‘Mother’s old clutter,’ as Bella calls it. There is certainly a clutter on the table and most of Mrs Quin’s possessions are old: her clock has a battered silver case and loses ten minutes a day; there is a bottle of pills prescribed three years ago and letters, turned yellow. Though books nowadays are sold with their pages cut, she still keeps a paper knife in the shape of a sword on the table, the hilt damascened in black and gold; John Henry, her husband, gives it to her, long ago in Toledo. There is another knife, a silver penknife – ‘Stace’s,’ says Bella, always jealous of her brother – and a miniature tea set, held in a painted apple that Tracy leaves behind. ‘Mother doesn’t like photographs, she likes relics,’ says Bella.

There are, too, always flowers, not often a vaseful but a bouquet of the smallest wild ones in a miniature Venetian glass, sharp at one side where it has been dropped and chipped; or else there is a rose or a single flower in a specimen glass. A candlestick, matches, another bottle of heart-shaped indigestion pills, are part of the clutter with, usually, a paper-bound detective novel and the two books that never change, the one in Mrs Abel’s hand, shabby now and bound in black leather, the other, to Cecily its companion because for so long she has seen them together, a very old and dumpy book, almost clumsy, bound in rubbed pink velvet with a silver clasp, and always carefully wrapped in a silk handkerchief, itself so old that it is nearly rotten.

‘The Day Hours,’ said Mrs Abel, reading the title of the black book, ‘Day Hours, whatever be they?’

‘Prayers for the hours of the day,’ said Cecily.

‘I didn’ knaw Mrs Quin was religious.’

‘She wasn’t,’ said Cecily, but when the bed was made and Mrs Abel had carried her basins out of the room, Cecily put the book back under Mrs Quin’s pillow; the pillow lay unevenly and to level it Cecily tucked the handkerchief-wrapped book under the other side. Then she smoothed the bed and began to clean the room.

‘I always know when Cecily has cleaned a room,’ Mrs Quin says often. ‘It smells of well-being.’ Cecily cleaned with her usual thoroughness now, polishing the floor and rubbing up the furniture. When she had finished, she carried in a vase of the small pink Damascus roses Mrs Quin had loved the best and, clearing a space, put them on the bedside table; she set the window a little open and came out and, as gently as if Mrs Quin could have heard it, closed the door.

‘Shouldn’ us watch?’ asked Mrs Abel. ‘Some of the women ’ud be glad to come.’

Cecily shook her head. ‘She always liked to be alone,’ but in an old house, a family house, one is never alone.

The motes of dust that Cecily had disturbed glittered and spun in the sun that came through the window. A tiny fly whirred in the roses. As they grew warm, their scent filled the room, mingling with Mrs Abel’s camphor and carbolic. The bell had stopped but, as if like the dust they had been disturbed, the house voices seemed to rise: ‘You can have my egg collection.’

‘Hester will show you the different rooms.’

‘Oh, not those sickly sweet-pea colours, Mother! I want scarlet or amber.’

‘I thought Latin was battles, Roman wars.’

‘Tracy, if you poke that fire again I swear I shall hit you.’

‘You will be grown up. Then you can come back.’

‘That whacking great allowance …’

‘We have no asparagus tongs.’

‘I could use a gin.’

‘It is Papa’s place, my dear,’ and, like a cry, a single name:

‘Boro! Borowis!’

Tracy, Mrs Quin’s grandchild, immediately fixes on that name. Perhaps it is its oddness; ‘but so many are odd,’ says Tracy. She loves to go back from herself through the family tree that Eustace, the first Quin at China Court, starts long ago for his children. It is written in india ink and gold at the beginning of the big Bible that has a table to itself in the hall and, ‘Funny names,’ says Tracy, creasing her forehead as she tries to spell them out, ‘Eustace; Adza; Jared; Borowis. I have never heard of them.’

‘You have heard of Eustace,’ says Mrs Quin.

Tracy has heard of Eustace because his name is like her father’s, Stace, and her own, Tracy. Eustace’s name is the first on the family tree, hers is the last. Some of the names are ordinary, names everybody knows: Eliza, Anne, John Henry, Mary, but there is a Lady Mary. ‘Why Lady Mary?’ asks Tracy.

‘She wasn’t called that. She was always called Lady Patrick.’

This is more confusing still. ‘Patrick is a boy’s name.’

‘She was called Lady Patrick because she came from Ireland. Irish people are sometimes called Patricks,’ and, ‘Poor tragic exaggerated silly Lady Patrick,’ says Mrs Quin.

Tragic and exaggerated are too difficult for Tracy but, ‘Why was she silly?’ she asks. She likes Mrs Quin to tell these stories over and over again and Mrs Quin is willing, ‘as far as I know them,’ says Mrs Quin. Stories, she knows, can never be really told, so much of them is hidden and she often says that when they are told they sound like fairy tales, as if, with time, truth leaks out of them; only the house and the hours spent in it – ‘and the garden of course,’ says Mrs Quin – seem real to her now, but the people are very real to Tracy. ‘Damaris is another funny name,’ she says.

‘Quite a number of girls were called Damaris then,’ says Mrs Quin.

‘But they are funny names,’ argues Tracy.

‘Not when you get to know them,’ says Mrs Quin. ‘You will get to know them.’ She closes the book up but Borowis’s name stays in Tracy’s mind and she asks, perhaps for the twentieth time, ‘Who was Borowis?’

It is odd how Tracy asks that question again and again. Perhaps it is a difference in her grandmother’s voice when she answers that arrests her; it is not what Mrs Quin says because she always gives the same answer: ‘Borowis? He was a boy.’

‘A Quin boy?’

‘Yes.’

‘You knew him?’

‘Yes.’ There is sharpness in that, then Mrs Quin’s voice quiets and Tracy immediately grows still, for she knows her grandmother is remembering. ‘I came up the valley path,’ says Mrs Quin, ‘and looked over the wall and he was there. They were there,’ she corrects herself.

‘Borowis and John Henry?’

‘Yes.’

‘That was when you were Ripsie?’

‘When I was Ripsie,’ that thin neglected shabby little girl.

‘Was Ripsie long before me?’ asks Tracy. It is not really a question because she knows the answer perfectly well. ‘Before me?’

‘Long before you.’

The valley path is the children’s path; it comes from Penbarrow by way of the river and woods to a gap in the China Court boundary wall which is built, as most Cornish walls are, of loose stones, big-sized, covered with moss. It and the clapper stones of the footbridge over the river have been here ‘for hundreds of years,’ says Tracy. By the wall two great beech trees stand in a dell where the wood flowers have seeded over the wall and, in spring, make drifts of snowdrops, then violets and anemones. From the dell, through a wicket gate, a path leads across a sloping field to the kitchen garden, bounded by another lower granite wall; in summer a hedge of sweet peas separates the kitchen garden from the flower beds and terraces of the garden proper. The garden is of little account when Ripsie first sees it – ‘hideous,’ says Mrs Quin – but it has a flagpole which impresses her very much; the creepers up the house front are there and the two elms at the side. The house faces west, and as the time is sunset, every window has such a brilliance of light that the house seems lit with gold.

As she watches, a maid comes out on the terrace and begins to put away the garden chairs. Ripsie has not seen a parlourmaid before and she leans on the wall entranced; the maid is Pringle, who is often to shoo her away from the front hall, and even at this distance Ripsie can see how importantly befrilled Pringle is in black with a large white apron, pinafore-frilled over the shoulders. Her sleeves are puffed at the top, she has white cuffs, and her cap is shaped like a Scots soldier’s, but with white streamers behind. Ripsie watches fascinated, until a sound makes her turn. Near her, in the dell, is a boy.

‘Your John Henry?’ asks Tracy’s mother, Barbara, who is unfailingly romantic – even after all those affairs, thinks Mrs Quin unkindly. ‘Your John Henry?’

‘No, it was Borowis,’ but Mrs Quin does not say that aloud, not to Barbara. ‘He invited me in,’ she says slowly. Barbara thinks she is speaking of John Henry, but Tracy knows better. Her grandmother is speaking of Borowis; a different look has come into her harsh old face. ‘He invited me in,’ says Mrs Quin. ‘I never went away again.’

Hers is a long span, stretching from Tracy back to Eustace, ‘for I can remember him,’ says Mrs Quin. Eustace, the boys’ grandfather, is paralysed after a stroke so that he cannot move out of the Yellow Room which he insists on taking as his bedroom when his son, Jared, marries Lady Patrick and brings her home. Though the Yellow Room is sunny the old man always sits by the fire, a rug over his knees. ‘We used to go in to him,’ says Mrs Quin. ‘His beard was most beautifully combed and he had a complexion like an Ophelia rose.’

‘Ophelia rose?’ asks Tracy.

‘Those roses by the sundial, pink with brownish cream. They are old-fashioned now. It’s not easy to get them. On Sundays – and he always knew it was Sunday – he used to spread a silk handkerchief on his lap and cut our nails, yes, even Boro’s. Mine were often dirty and bitten and he used to say, “Those are not nails for a little lady.” He was the only person who ever called me a little lady and I loved him for it,’ says Mrs Quin, ‘but I think he was confusing us with the Brood.’

‘The Brood?’

‘That’s what he called his own children. There were so many of them.’

Tracy to Eustace, or Eustace to Tracy: It is a long span, and toward its end for Mrs Quin as for Eustace, names and times often became one but the people and their stories are distinct. ‘Of course. They are each themselves, and I am not yet an imbecile,’ says Mrs Quin. It is only that the edges as it were, the differences, no longer matter. Like the dust motes Cecily disturbed, they rise and settle, ‘anywhere,’ says Mrs Quin.

When Barbara, the daughter-in-law, takes Tracy back to America and Mrs Quin and Cecily are left alone, the girls do their best to make her leave China Court: Bella and her husband Walter, and Mrs Quin’s three other daughters and their Toms, Dicks, and Harrys, as she calls their husbands for she cannot keep up with them any more than with Barbara’s, they all try to make her give up the house. ‘It has had its day,’ says Walter. ‘It’s time it went.’

‘Yes. It’s ridiculous, Mother, you living all alone in that great house.’

‘It isn’t a great house. It’s only big.’

‘But all alone,’ they say.

‘I’m not alone. I have Cecily, Bumble, August, Moses, Trill.’

‘But it has no amenities.’

‘I don’t want amenities.’

‘If you sold it, even as it is now, you could have a much bigger income and a comfortable little flat.’

‘I don’t like comfortable little flats.’

‘You would be far more free,’ says Bella.

‘I don’t wish to be free. Even in this generation,’ says Mrs Quin, her voice disagreeable, ‘a few people do not wish to be free of their house.’

‘If they can afford to keep it,’ says Walter. ‘Seriously, in rates and taxes alone—’

‘The farm rent pays the rates and taxes.’

‘When, and if, you get it.’ That is a thrust and Mrs Quin knows it; the farm, Penbarrow, is let to Peter St Omer and, ‘that young man has got hold of Mother,’ says Bella darkly.

Penbarrow is all that is left of the China Court estate; John Henry has to sell the quarry to pay off the debts he inherits, and after Stace is killed, Mrs Quin sells the china-clay works and makes a settlement on each of her daughters. It is they who insist she keep Penbarrow, ‘and a lot of good it’s been,’ says Walter. To begin with, she will not turn out the old tenant farmer who has been there for sixty years and is long past farming. ‘Let him die in peace,’ says Mrs Quin.

‘And kill the farm,’ says Walter. Over the next tenant he prefers to gloss, ‘because it was his mistake, not mine,’ says Mrs Quin with asperity. Walter persuades her to put in an up-to-date farmer, ‘thoroughly go-ahead,’ says Walter. ‘A college man,’ who spends so much on what Mrs Quin calls gadgets that he goes bankrupt. She refuses after this to lease Penbarrow to the rich gentleman-farmer Walter has patiently found again. ‘Lease it or, better, sell,’ urges Walter, but Mrs Quin will not listen. ‘It would have helped him with his income tax,’ mourns Walter, ‘so that he could have afforded a decent price, which Peter St Omer certainly can’t.’

‘No. Peter doesn’t pay any tax because he hasn’t any income,’ says Mrs Quin calmly. She is calm about Peter; she believes in him.

From her bedroom window she can look over the garden and valley, with its hidden river, to the farm which is so much on the skyline of the opposite hill that its animals often seem to be grazing against the sky. She can look and ‘mark carefully,’ says Mrs Quin. She has marked very carefully, but she does not tell Bella and Walter her findings: that for these four years Peter has worked five hours a day every day for the old farmer at Glentyre, ‘to learn,’ says Peter; that she has heard the tractor working at dawn and again by its headlamp or moonlight far into the night. She has watched Peter build up his stock of chickens and pigs; now that at last he has been able to rebuild the old cowsheds, she has seen the beginning of his herd and, all this summer, as soon as she wakes, and she wakes early, she hears him calling his cows.

The cows have proper cow names: Clover, Buttercup, Daisy, Poppy, Parsley, which strangely satisfies Mrs Quin, but, ‘If Peter has no income, how did he buy those valuable cows?’ asks Walter.

Mrs Quin pretends not to hear, but Walter asks it again. ‘Perhaps his father helped him,’ she suggests innocently.

‘Nonsense. St Omer hasn’t a penny,’ says Walter.

The St Omers are scattered now, their town house sold and all their cottages and farms, while Tremellen, their Cornish seat, is leased as a girls’ school. Tremellen is the one great house of the district; Bella is exaggerating when she calls China Court ‘great’; it is a family house, ample and plain.

It must have looked very plain, quite uncompromising, when it is first built. It is a granite house; naturally, granite is the local stone; only the rich landed families, the St Omers as they once were, can afford to have bricks carried inland to build the turreted hideousness of a new Tremellen in 1850, and China Court’s granite has the added advantage of being cut in Eustace Quin’s own quarry.

The house stands square to the valley; behind it, the quarry hill rises steeply to the village that lies along the spine of the hill, its houses built low against the moor wind. The hill shelters the China Court garden from those same winds when they whistle over the moor, though it is open to the west and the Atlantic gales.

The hill is steep and a steep lane runs down it, dividing China Court in two: its orchards and stable block are on the far side and there too is the waterfall, a fall of perhaps twenty feet, its pool choked with rubbish from the quarry above. The stream runs on beneath the land and comes out under the China Court gate making, when the rain swells the water, a loud rushing sound in the darkness below. There is a grating over it so that the gardeners can get down to clear the channel when it is blocked with leaves; the youngest ones of the Brood – that first batch of China Court children – will never go over the grating alone. They quake and wait for their nurse, Polly.

‘Why are you so silly?’ asks their mother. ‘What is there to be afraid of?’

‘The zeal,’ they say, their eyes round.

‘The zeal? What zeal?’ but Polly has diagnosed it. ‘Eliza has been frightening them again,’ she says.

Eliza has been frightening them, ‘deliberately,’ says Polly. Eliza, second eldest of the Brood and far older than any of them in cleverness, has been learning the Psalms and, ‘The zeal of mine house has eaten them up. Eaten them up. Eaten you up,’ chants Eliza, terrifying her small brothers and sisters.

The hill is steep and the garden, willy-nilly, is steep too, sloping above and below the house. ‘I’m always grateful,’ says Mrs Quin, ‘that there is nowhere level that is large enough to hold the village fête.’

‘You could have it on the drive.’ Bella is more civic-minded than her mother. ‘If you did away with the rhododendrons there would be room.’

The drive runs from the gate to make a loop round an island of rhododendrons. ‘Not an island, a fort,’ says Mrs Quin and indeed, when they are in flower, red, white, and pink, the clumps look like battlemented walls, bristling. ‘Rhododendrons are always militant,’ says Mrs Quin.

At the side of the house, and standing there long before it, the elms, rook-inhabited, rise higher than the slates; when the wind is from the west, that Atlantic wind, the elms make a sound in the house like the sound of the sea.

The rooms are ample, too; the drawing room runs the width of the house from front to back and needs two fireplaces to warm it. ‘Central heating,’ says Bella longingly, but there is no money for that. A great deal of money has been spent; Eustace, for instance, builds on a conservatory that does not match the house at all; Mrs Quin pulls it down. Eustace adds the nursery wing; Lady Patrick makes new stables, but now, for years, little even of repairs and painting has been done. ‘It’s too expensive,’ insists Bella. ‘Too big.’

Even the hall is spacious, flagstoned, with a stone fireplace and granite kerb. The stairs are wide and also of stone. A passage leads past morning and dining rooms to the big kitchen wing, from which the back stairs go up to the nurseries with, at their top, a white gate that has a catch too high to be reached by adventurous toddlers. A comfortable smell of cooking, of wet wool drying, of hot starched linen always hangs about those stairs.

A green baize door shuts off the kitchen wing and its noise from the main house, but, before it is reached and opposite the dining room, is a small arched door opening into the office, which has another outside door so that Jeremy Baxter, Eustace’s clerk, and later Mr Fitzgibbon, his works manager, can come and go without disturbing the house. It is a real office, overflowing with files, papers, and deed-boxes, and has a safe and a copying machine; in 1850 Eustace buys, in one lot from a Penzance sale, a great bookcase with more than four hundred books and for a little while the office becomes the library, but nobody in the family ever sits or reads there and it soon becomes the office again. It was here that Mr Alabaster had been installed the week before Mrs Quin died, ‘and very glad I am that he was,’ said Cecily. ‘He sent all the telegrams.’

‘Perhaps I should go,’ Mr Alabaster said. ‘Yet, under the circumstances, I might be doubly useful. Perhaps I had better stay.’

The best rooms upstairs look over the garden; the big bedroom, where Mrs Quin lies now, is first Eustace’s and his bride, Adza’s; in the dressing room beside it are his wardrobes, shoe stand, and mahogany shaving mirror, but Adza’s furniture is gone. The spare room with two brass-knobbed beds is next door and there are lesser rooms named in colours, the Yellow, the Red, the smaller Brown, and the White, and a room known as the Porch because it is over the front door, though that has no porch. The one bathroom is big and inconvenient, with a mahogany-edged bathtub set into the floor. The nursery bathes in a tin tub shaped like a flowerpot saucer but with a lip; it is painted white inside once a year by the knife-boy – when there is a knife-boy – and a favourite nursery bath pastime is to peel bits of the white enamel off when it has become softened in hot water.

In the time of the Brood, Polly carries all that hot water up herself, for seven children. It is Lady Patrick who insists on the bathroom. The bath, then, is filled with cold water overnight and every morning the boys, her sons, Borowis and John Henry, have to plunge in. ‘Damned cruelty,’ says Borowis. He cheats, but John Henry faithfully goes through with it.

Until John Henry’s time there is no downstairs cloakroom except in the servants’ wing, and apart from that only one lavatory, dark and big with a wide mahogany seat and willow-pattern pan; when its plug is pulled the noise echoes through the house.

The maids sleep two by two in attic rooms, excepting the cook, who always has a room to herself. Now the attics are shut; for a long time Cecily has occupied the Brown Room. Kitchen and laundry maids have always come in daily from the village, but the knife-boy sleeps in a cubbyhole in what was a cupboard below the pantry; his trestle bed is still there, folded up. ‘Then someone slept here?’ said Tracy as a grown-up, appalled.

The house is so much on the slope of the hill that below the kitchen is plenty of space for a big larder with slated shelves, a storeroom, the laundry, and coal and wine cellars.

There is neither gas nor electricity, but the drains are well laid; the water, soft and sometimes brown, comes from the moors and is heated by the Eagle range which, as Bella says, eats coal; indeed Eustace arranges for a ton of coal to be delivered from the works each Saturday morning and the custom stays for years; since the war Mrs Quin has only one fire in the morning room, an oil stove in her bedroom, another in the hall. The drawing room is too big to heat at all in winter but in summer she goes back to it again; she loves the long room, with its cabinets of famille rose porcelain, jade, and family bric-a-brac, its pale darned chintzes, split damask, and paintings, ‘two Benjamin Wests and a Winterhalter,’ says Mrs Quin.

The Winterhalter is over one fireplace, the mantel kept bare; but on the other is a French clock in gilt with an enamelled cupid, holding blue ribbons. Each side of it is a Chelsea figure, a shepherd and shepherdess that the child Tracy loves; she calls them the Pale Blue Girl and the Little Pink Boy and pretends they are hers. One window looks down the drive onto the rhododendrons; the other over the garden to the west; it is by this one that Mrs Quin likes to sit.

It is an unruly Cornish garden, sloped, with granite rocks and steep paths dark with yews, its beds tangled with flowers. Cornish gardens are famous for their flowers – half Mrs Quin’s neighbours in the big houses live by selling theirs, specializing in Parma violets, arum lilies, mimosa, rhododendrons, ‘but not your mother,’ says Walter to Bella sarcastically. ‘Nothing half as useful.’

‘A garden isn’t meant to be useful. It’s for joy,’ says Mrs Quin. To watch her among her flowers is, as John Henry her husband says, like watching a scholar in his library who, as he talks, goes to one shelf or another, pulling out a book to show, to brood over, or to read from. Mrs Quin, each time she comes in from the garden, has a leaf, a flower, or a bud in her hand: a berry with a spider’s web, seeds that she will put in saucers on the windowsills, a spray of bergamot to smell, or a new African day lily of which someone has sent her a root that autumn; sometimes it is an especially well-formed rose, or a tendril of bryony. ‘You are like the householder in the Bible,’ says Cecily.

‘The householder?’ asks Mrs Quin puzzled, but Cecily, being chapel, is well versed in texts and cannot be shaken. ‘The householder which bringeth forth out of his treasure things old and new.’

Mrs Quin likes that; her garden is her treasure; she refuses to commercialize it and at China Court the azaleas, unexploited, are left to shimmer on their banks with the tree peonies, with roses, iris, lilies, and poppies bursting their buds; delphiniums, larkspurs, lilacs, while along the drive edge to the gate are hydrangeas, deep blue and as tall as trees.

The house date is under the passionflower that has ramped over the front door as other creepers have done over the garden front and side walls, softening their outline and weathering the granite, while lichen and house leek – and rook droppings – have coloured, or discoloured, the roof.

To how many children has Mrs Quin explained the passionflower? Breaking one off and, because she knows very well the added value given to things by having to wait for them – ‘I waited years,’ she could have said – she keeps the flower in her own hand as she tells the story. ‘The passionflower stays open for three days, because it was three days before Christ rose again; its whiteness is for purity, its blue for heaven. See here’ – and she points to the leaf – ‘is the spear, and here, the five anthers are the five wounds.’ The tendrils are the whips and cords; the stamens, hammer-shaped, are the hammers; the three styles, the nails. ‘And here’ – she touches the threads – ‘is the wreath of thorns, and the fringe, so gaudy on the calyx, is the glory of the nimbus.’ Then she gives the flower to the child.

To how many children does she tell that? She never knows, but always, below the creeper, she seems to see children’s heads.

The last child at China Court is Tracy, not counting the evacuees from London in the war. Mrs Quin has a fellow feeling with the evacuees – she was once Ripsie – but they do not stay long. There is little modern drainage in St Probus; the school has only one room and the evacuees are taken away. Nor does she count her other grandchildren: ‘They are not Quins,’ says Mrs Quin. To her Tracy is the only grandchild, the last child at China Court, ‘as far as I know,’ says Mrs Quin.

‘I’m not interested in girls.’ She has always said that. Indeed, John Henry has a story that each time he goes in to ask his wife what the newest girl baby is to be called, she absently answers ‘Grace.’ The story is not true, but Bella’s younger sisters are always known as the Three Little Graces.

Long long ago, Borowis decides to pencil Ripsie’s name into the tree in the family Bible. ‘But what’s your real name?’ he asks her.

‘Ripsie.’

‘That’s not a real name. The name you were christened.’

‘Christened?’ asks Ripsie, mystified.

‘Oh, ask your mother,’ says Borowis, bored.

Ripsie asks and it appears she was not christened. ‘Mother says it’s twaddle,’ she reports cheerfully, but Borowis and John Henry are shocked, especially John Henry. Then Borowis solves it. ‘I will take her up to the church and christen her at once.’

‘You will?’ asks John Henry.

‘Yes.’

‘In the church?’

‘Yes.’

‘From the font?’

‘Why not?’ But John Henry is so plainly horrified that Borowis, who now and then listens to his younger brother, remembers that he has not yet fed his ferrets and Ripsie’s christening is put off. Her real name proves to be Deborah, but ‘Ripsie’ stays, in pencil, in the family tree.

It is not noticed because for years nobody opens the Bible and then nobody bothers to rub the name out. When Tracy is born Mrs Quin pencils in ‘Tracy’, meaning later to put the baby’s full name in the india ink she needs to match it with the others; but the months and years slip away and the name is still in pencil when Tracy finds it: ‘Ripsie’, ‘Tracy’, the pencilling seems to make them kin, apart from the others. ‘We were truly kin,’ says Mrs Quin, and it is true that Tracy is like her grandmother in many ways: For instance both, from the moment they first see it, are enslaved by China Court. ‘Absolute fanatics,’ says Walter.

The small Tracy is not as interested in the story of the passionflower as she is in the date over the front door, when Mrs Quin pushes aside the creeper to show it to her. ‘Eighteen forty. That is more than a hundred years ago,’ she says.

‘Yes,’ says Mrs Quin.

‘And we have been here all that time?’

‘The house has never changed hands.’

‘Hands?’ asks Tracy, startled.

‘Yes, hands.’ Hands to direct, to sign letters and write cheques for bills, to put a latchkey in the lock and bolt the doors at night. Other hands that hold keys too, but household keys; write notes that are dispatched, make pothooks in the top lines of copybooks, and pencil verses on canvas for samplers. These hands often write recipes: ‘Our apple jelly with lavender and rosemary flavouring.’ ‘Our duck with cherries.’ ‘Our velvet cream.’ The recipe book is still in the kitchen and Tracy’s Great-great-grandmother Adza’s velvet cream is still made on rare and especial occasions. These ladylike hands sew and knit; garden – but in gloves – play whist, leave cards, rub ointment on bruises; smooth hair back from hot foreheads, spank. There are younger, slimmer hands that embroider, and do the flowers, play the piano, cut the pages of novels, sketch – ‘and twiddle their thumbs,’ says Eliza. There are small hands, very often dirty, that pry and poke, into cupboards, work baskets, jam pots; make mud pies and cut out paper dolls; play cat’s cradle and conkers, marbles, spillikins, Snap, Happy Families, and Monopoly – no, not Monopoly, for no one has played games in China Court for a long time and Monopoly is almost modern. There are humbler deft hands that sweep and dust, wash china and clothes and linen; iron, mend, sew, cook, bake, make fires and beds, sound gongs, carry trays; and rougher hands still that chop wood, clean shoes, groom, dig, wash the motorcar, mow the lawn, ‘but all our hands,’ says Mrs Quin.

‘All belonging.’ And Tracy gives a sigh of content.

In her short life she has been rattled around ‘unmercifully,’ says Mrs Quin, first in the wake of her father, Stace, in the army, which means India, Egypt, back to England; then in the war when Barbara takes Tracy swiftly to America and Connecticut, her home state; Barbara divorces Stace and gets her first part in films and grows ambitious; she and Tracy go to Beverly Hills, with changes to hotels or rooms in Bel Air, Santa Monica, or Los Angeles as their fortunes vary. ‘Sleeping in so many different beds,’ says Tracy, getting to know people, friends, and servants, and then losing them; leaving pets behind, gardens, schools. Tracy is proud of the memory of her father and of her elegant gay mother, but if a little girl can be world-weary, she is and, at China Court, she sinks with bliss into an ordinary humdrum child life, but three years later Barbara comes to England with a stranger man; Tracy knows what that means, ‘and he lives in America,’ she says in horror. It is not that she does not like America, but it is not China Court.

Tracy, like Ripsie, is wary of grown people, but she has learned that Mrs Quin is safe and she decides to sound her. ‘Can I have another father?’

The question jolts Mrs Quin. Stace seems to have been dead such a little while, but, It is nearly four years, and anyway, they were divorced, thinks Mrs Quin and she answers evenly, ‘You can have stepfathers, but only one real father and mother.’

‘And one grandmother?’

‘You can have two.’ With a pang Mrs Quin has to acknowledge that other and American grandmother. ‘Two, but you can’t change them either.’

‘Not whatever they say?’

‘Not whatever they say.’

Tracy gives another sigh. ‘I shall stay here forever,’ she says, but she is a child and children can be taken away.

When, that last day, the time comes for Barbara to take Tracy from her grandmother, Tracy clings to her with eyes shut. It is Mrs Quin who bends down and gently unloosens her hands. ‘Listen,’ she says and Tracy – who on countless occasions these last three years has listened to story after story, all the tales and happenings ‘and wisdom,’ says Tracy afterward – opens her eyes and listens.

‘You will come back,’ says Mrs Quin.

Tracy nods – she trusts her grandmother – but her eyes still stream with tears and her face is white and swollen with grief.

Mrs Quin takes one of the pair of big front-door keys from its place on the hook by the front door and puts it into Tracy’s hand. ‘Here is the key.’

Her voice is so matter-of-fact that it seems as if Tracy were coming back tomorrow, but the years pass and the gap between America and China Court widens. Soon, for Mrs Quin, Tracy, Stace, and Borowis slide into one, and it begins all to get misty and confused.

Is it Borowis or Stace who has the glossy little hunter, Mirabelle? She seems to remember John Henry’s complaint: ‘I never had a hunter,’ but did he say it of Stace or of Borowis? And that small figure, flying up the drive above the scudding legs in blue dungarees, is Tracy? asks Mrs Quin. It must be Tracy and yet it could be one of Tracy’s children, ‘Because I believe it goes on,’ says Mrs Quin.

No one else believes that. ‘It has had its day,’ pronounces Walter. ‘It is time it went,’ until Mrs Quin is driven to answer, ‘Walter, I think you should remember the apricot tree.’

When Bella marries Walter as a young captain he has, as a hobby, just completed a correspondence course in agriculture and fruit-growing. ‘When he finishes his service we shall go in for apples,’ says Bella. ‘He’s really quite an expert,’ and she brings him to China Court to advise on the orchard. ‘I don’t need advice,’ says Mrs Quin. ‘I understand the orchard,’ but Bella brings him.

The young Walter spends the morning appraising the trees and then takes Mrs Quin around, telling her of his findings: This apple has canker, he tells her, this pear, pear midge; ‘Diplosis pyrivora’ says Walter, and Mrs Quin listens in a silence that even Bella begins to sense is ominous. Finally they come to the apricot on the south wall, an espaliered tree, mottled, and spreading thirty feet wide, buttressed with iron hoops. ‘One of the oldest in the county,’ says Mrs Quin.

‘Kept for sentimental reasons?’ suggests Walter.

‘Kept for fruit,’ says Mrs Quin. She says nothing more, but listens while Walter tells her what is wrong with it. ‘It is time it went,’ says Walter of the tree as he has said of the house. ‘It’s diseased.’ And he shows her. ‘It has mildew,’ says Walter. ‘It might even be silver leaf, Stereum purpureum,’ he says solemnly.

‘I thought that attacked plums, not apricots,’ says Mrs Quin, but Walter sweeps on. ‘The wood here’ – he taps the trunk – ‘is wormy. Yes, it has had its day. It’s a mistake,’ says Walter, ‘to keep these old trees; the yield grows less, the fruit gets bitter and small.’

That is twenty years ago. Mrs Quin still says nothing but every year she sends Walter a basket of large sweet apricots.

*

‘What be ’ee goin’ do now?’ Mrs Abel asked Cecily.

‘Make cakes,’ and presently, through the house crept the warm and living smell of baking: of Cecily’s drop scones; of yeast in a bowl set in the fender with a cloth over it for the yeast to prove; and presently, a smell of hot fruit bread and, pungent, of saffron cake.

‘They will expect that,’ said Cecily. ‘Saffron cake and clotted cream. They don’t have time to make homemade things, poor souls.’

‘Will ’em all come?’ asked Mrs Abel as she and Cecily were drinking tea at the kitchen table. Cecily nodded, but the nod was short.

‘If Miss Bella and Mr Walter takes over th’ house I suppose you’ud be stayin’?’ said Mrs Abel for mischief.

‘Not for all the tea in China,’ said Cecily. ‘Bella’s all right,’ she added. ‘Her bark’s worse than her bite, but Mr Walter!’ Then Cecily’s face hardened, which was the only way she could contain her grief. ‘The house won’t be taken over. It will be sold.’

‘Not for all the tea in China’ is one of Cecily’s favourite expressions and it is odd that she should use it, for it is, in a way, the tea in China that builds China Court. Great-Uncle Mcleod, ‘who began it all,’ says Mrs Quin, makes a fortune in the China tea run and, though Eustace is only his nephew, the St Probus quarry is bought for him; it amuses Mcleod to buy property in the village where he began – he buys land as well and builds China Court as a wedding present for Eustace and Adza.

The portrait over the fireplace in the hall is of Great-Uncle Mcleod. ‘Your great-great-great-great-uncle,’ Mrs Quin tells Tracy. There has always been a rumour in the village that he has Gypsy blood and this, with the gossip that he is in reality Eustace’s father, might explain the magnificent and unexpected darkness of the two youngest of Eustace’s brood, Jared and Damaris, though they do not look Gypsy, but as if there were a strain, from some sailor perhaps, darker than Cornish, a Venetian or Spaniard. It is only a rumour and certainly the middle-aged man in the portrait is very much an Englishman, portly, with pale-brown hair, paler blue eyes, a long nose, and such a floridly red complexion that Mrs Quin’s irreverent children call the portrait ‘The Prawn’.

The water-colours on the stairs are Great-Uncle Mcleod’s too, his clippers, the Foundling and the Mary Bazon. ‘His wife was Mary Bazon and he was a foundling in this village,’ Mrs Quin tells Tracy. ‘That was why he took the name Quin.’ The village is full of Quins, to Eliza’s chagrin.

The house is not named for the tea clippers, nor for the collection of famille rose porcelain – reputed to be authentic – sent home by Mcleod the Second when he goes out to his great-uncle’s business in Canton when it has settled down again after the Opium War. Though these reasons for China Court’s name are invariably given by the village, it is from neither of them, but from the more mundane fact that the day the roof goes on, with beer for the workmen and a green bough in a chimney, is also the day Eustace – following in his uncle’s footsteps in making money – buys over the china-clay works at Canverisk. ‘Better call it China House,’ he says, but to Adza, his little bride, plump even then as a pigeon and as simple as a bud, the house is more impressive than any she has ever imagined and, ‘Not China House, China Court,’ says Adza.

It has a courtyard, where the kitchen and nursery wing makes an L, but the house is decidedly not a court: it is middle-sized ‘and middle-class,’ says Eliza, but the name suits a house built on the edge of the Cornish moors that have a strange foreign flavour as they roll to the skyline, with their tors and the pale-coloured Chinese coolie-hat shapes of the sand dumps at the different china-clay works breaking the dark landscape: Stannon, Hawks Tor, Temple, and Canverisk. The house is quiet, domestic, but one has only to hear the wind in the chimneys to know how near and rough the moor wildness is. ‘Quite a lot of us that were brought up here are a little wild,’ says Mrs Quin. ‘A little queer.’

‘Believe me,’ said Cecily to Mrs Abel now, putting down her cup. ‘She knew something was going to happen.’

‘Mrs Quin?’

‘Mrs Quin.’ Cecily was solemn. The tea was so black and strong that it gave the drinker a knockback almost like spirits; this was the fourth pot Cecily and Mrs Abel had drunk since the morning and, with it and her tiredness and shock, Cecily felt what she called ‘out of herself’. ‘I have been turning it over in my mind,’ said Cecily. ‘Yesterday she was excited.’

‘Mrs Quin was?’

‘Yes, and glad.’ Glad in a way Cecily had not known her to be glad for years, ‘though she was always contented,’ said Cecily. ‘When she walked she was – quick.’ Cecily searched for words. ‘I have never known her more alive,’ and Cecily’s eyes filled again. Cecily’s big body was worn; though it was heavy, it had the thin knotted legs and overlarge hands of a woman who has worked too hard, but her black eyes were still young, and innocently responsive. ‘It was as if somebody was coming,’ whispered Cecily.

‘Do ’ee think her knawed her was goin’ die? That her foresaw it?’ asked Mrs Abel. ‘Some folks do y’knaw. I mind—’ but Cecily cut her short.

‘It wasn’t dying she was thinking about, it was living. She was at me to spit and polish the house. She did all the flowers. Somebody’s coming. I’m sure of it,’ but nobody came. ‘Except the ones who would come,’ said Cecily.

There were many of them. August was kept busy, frantically barking and running first to one door, then another; he had not learned the wisdom of Bumble, who knew that most comers to China Court were friends; besides August’s nerves were on edge. Dr Taft came again; then the vicar, who, though Cecily was strong chapel, was still her good friend. He sent Hoskins the builder, who was also the undertaker, while all day there was a trickle of people to the back door: women carrying a basket, or a plate covered with a napkin. ‘Just slipped down with a bit of my lardy cake,’ ‘ … saffron buns,’ ‘ … a Lyons Swiss Roll,’ ‘ … half a dozen eggs,’ ‘ … thought you would be needing extra with all the family coming.’ Most often it was a bunch of flowers: ‘Cottage flowers, the only kind I want’ – Cecily could hear Mrs Quin saying it. ‘But don’t pick all the Michaelmas daisies,’ she would have said. ‘I don’t want to spoil the harvest festival.’

It was odd that Mrs Quin, who has done less in the village than any other lady of China Court – Adza with her soups and visits, or conscientious Anne, or Bella with her Red Cross lectures and Workers’ Adult Education courses – should be the one St Probus loves, perhaps the first it really accepts; though Great-Uncle Mcleod is village-born, the Eustace Quins when they come from Devonshire are reckoned as foreigners in St Probus, foreigners from England. ‘Well, isn’t Cornwall England?’ Barbara asks puzzled, but in Cornwall people speak of ‘going to England’ as if it were another country and St Probus is Cornish unalloyed, encouraging no outsiders. ‘Well, nobody would live here unless they had to,’ says sharp-tongued Eliza. ‘There is nothing here, nothing,’ she cries passionately.

‘Only everything,’ says Damaris, her sister.

The flowers began to heap up in the tubs Cecily put for them on the larder floor and in the afternoon telegrams began to come, ‘but no one will be here until tomorrow,’ she told Mrs Abel. ‘Bella and Walter have to come down from Worcestershire – he will be in a fine old state, having to leave just when apple-picking starts. The others are on holiday in Oban,’ said Cecily looking at the telegram, ‘that’s Scotland, isn’t it?’ The second Grace was working in London, and could not get away until tomorrow. ‘They will all bring their husbands. That means getting all the rooms ready,’ said Cecily. ‘Just as well Mrs Quin did make me have a real clean.’ Mrs Abel helped her with the beds. The sheets were linen but old now and thin – some of them come with Adza when she marries, some are turned sides to middle during the war. The blankets were old too, washed thin, almost cottony, and some of the towels were rubbed through. For years there had not been so many rooms used and Cecily had to send Groundsel up to the shop for cakes of soap to put in the soap dishes on the old-fashioned marble-topped washing stands. She filled the jugs with clean water, ‘and weren’t they dusty inside,’ she told Mrs Abel, ashamed.

‘ ’Ee couldn’ do all th’ work o’ this gurt house,’ said Mrs Abel.

It was late afternoon when they reached the White Room, ‘but I have done that,’ said Cecily. ‘It was got ready yesterday, before—’ she broke off, not trusting her voice.

The White Room by tradition belongs to the girls of the family. ‘We even have to be bedded two by two,’ says Eliza. ‘I want, how I want, a room to myself.’ When she has one after Anne is gone, Eliza is no longer a girl but a ‘cantankerous secretive old spinster,’ says Eliza. After she dies, there are, for a long while, no girls. Borowis sleeps in the handsome Red Room, where no boy or girl has been allowed before; it is John Henry who has the boys’ traditional room, the shabby Brown; as he and Borowis are the only two children where all the Brood have been, they can inhabit a room each.

Ripsie, of course, does not dream of sleeping at China Court, but she is condescendingly allowed to peep into the White Room when the boys’ cousin, Isabel Loftus Kennedy, comes to stay. With its white-and-pink-dotted wallpaper, white muslin curtains, flowered rugs, and its low mahogany furniture, the White Room looks to Ripsie like a girl’s bedroom in a book, and when her own daughters, Bella and the eldest Grace, come to sleep in it, she will not have it changed. No man or boy or married woman has ever slept in it, it is kept for girls, and now, when Cecily and Mrs Abel went in, they saw something that was not there when Cecily cleaned it yesterday: a vase of pink Damascus roses, twin of the one she had put by Mrs Quin. ‘She put it there,’ whispered Cecily.
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