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For Don Astley




‘She inspired you, you loved her and sang of her; her task was done.’


Franz Liszt, letter to Hector Berlioz, 1854





Prelude: March 1849


A lunatic asylum: yes.


Healthily situated on the clean heights of Montmartre with the city of Paris seething and smoking below, Monsieur Blanche’s Asylum for Lunatics has a not unpleasant appearance. A high stone wall and plane trees enclose a substantial house in ruddy brick and stone with a sun-dial mounted on the gable, and cream shutters at the many windows. No bars. Monsieur Blanche – who has a high reputation – does not believe in restraints unless absolutely necessary. Inmates wander the neat gardens, sit in quiet thought on the timber benches. Still, a lunatic asylum: from somewhere comes a wild, sexless and despairing scream, that goes on and on as if the screamer has no need of breath. It hangs in the air.


We won’t linger. We’ll pass swiftly into the tidy wallpapered parlour where Madame Blanche is preparing to go on a visit.


– I hope this is one of her good days, Madame Blanche remarks to her husband, as she ties on her bonnet. Sometimes I’m afraid she hardly knows me.


– The paralysis? asks Monsieur Blanche, who is going over his correspondence at the bureau. No improvement?


Madame Blanche – plump, berry-eyed, miniature clamour of keys at her tight waist – shakes her head at her bonneted self in the mirror. – No. I did have hopes of some feeling in that right side by now . . . Her doctor has tried the electrical treatment, but I have seen no effect.


Monsieur Blanche’s gentle face darkens in a grimace. – Mere quackery. I was reading a paper by some charlatan who tries the electrical treatment on the faces of lunatics. The electric rod, apparently, alters their expressions and renders them more pleasing. Electro-physiognomy, he calls it. Quackery. Well, as long as she is as comfortable as possible . . .


– Oh, she’s well attended. Madeleine and Joséphine are very good. A miracle to find girls so honest. There are a thousand who would trade on such a place.


– She’ll be glad to see you, my dear, even if she isn’t able to express it.


– I hope so. Though I think there is someone she would be much more glad to see . . . Well! One does what one can in this life. The rest we must surrender to God.


Madame Blanche administers a sharp dry kiss to her husband’s cheek, puts on her gloves, and goes forth.


But in the cool whitewashed hall she stops as an unthinkably gaunt young man, yellow-pale, bursts out of the stair-shadow and comes at an anguished stooping sidle to hover beseeching at Madame Blanche’s side.


– What is it, Claude? Be quick, now: you see I am going out.


– Yes, Madame, yes. Please, will you look? Only one look. If you will please look . . .


The young man’s fascinating unfleshed hands, as long as her forearms, open prayerfully to present a calfskin notebook. Madame Blanche takes it up. She pours out a precise measure of patient attention as she turns the leaves.


– Very good, Claude. I see you have written several pages more today.


– Five. Five, gasps the young man, hunched, with a smile like wire.


– Then you have been working very hard. And you, are you happy with what you have done?


Receiving the notebook back with a look half regretful, half possessive, the young man shakes his head.


– Not happy. Oh, there are touches – here and there fine touches. Still, it is not what I had here, insists the young man; and his fingers map and clasp his skull.


– Well, nothing worthwhile is easy. But I’m glad to see you are working hard. Now, Claude, I must go.


The young man droops backward, a grasshopper courtier, gathering the precious notebook to him. Madame Blanche always takes the trouble to look at Claude’s work, though neither she nor her husband can make anything of the close-packed lines of jagged, looping, unreadable script. Probably no one can. It is a species of shorthand: a script, and a language known only to Claude. He is writing an epic poem, so very exalted that French will not do, no earthly tongue will do. He has filled fourteen of those notebooks so far. It is his occupation, or vocation. His parents have washed their hands of him. They regarded this behaviour as mere weakness, and wished Monsieur Blanche to cure it. Monsieur Blanche does not undertake to cure: console and classify, those are the duties of his profession. The parents intended Claude for a lawyer – as if, Madame Blanche remarked to her husband with wintry humour, anyone can understand their language. But the main thing is for Claude, it occupies him: it fills him, so to speak. And after all, as Monsieur Blanche commented, we don’t know: his poem may be the greatest masterpiece ever made, if one could unlock it.


An old bow-legged porter opens the gate in the wall, and soon a steep, winding, unpaved lane takes Madame Blanche up – a little breathless – past a windmill, past stone walls bellied with age, past white-stepped and green-shuttered cottages, and over a muddy crossroads to the Rue St Vincent. Her face grows sombre as she approaches the house.


A pretty house, though, vined and ivied right to its hipped red roof, and privately, even secretively, nestling in its walled garden of pear and apple trees. Spring has given these the merest dusting of green: hence, perhaps, the feeling of delicate suspension about the place – a chalk drawing one might smudge at a touch.


– Good day, Madeleine. How is your mistress today? May we see her?


– Oh, good day Madame Blanche, come in, come in, says the young maid at the door, bobbing, welcoming. I hope you have not been caught in the rain –


– It has not rained, though it will later. How bright you’ve made the hall, Madeleine: where did you find such flowers?


– They’re from the garden – the south side. Madame chose them herself.


– Ah, then she has been out?


– Two days ago. She was able to sit out for a little time. Since then – not so good. The speech especially. But not bad, not very bad, Madame Blanche, I’m sure she will be happy to see you . . .


A large drawing-room: well furnished, and yet somehow uncomfortable, because this is one of those rooms where everything plainly has its place. The rug geometrically placed in the centre of the lustrous floorboards: the table with its sharply folded newspaper, spectacles, water-jug, and single glass shining like a great tear, and with the very tablecloth hanging as symmetrically as a painted theatre-curtain: the embroidered fire-screen, the foot-stool, the twin chairs of striped upholstery that seem to carry on their own exclusive conversation; and most of all, the woman seated in the high-backed fauteuil before the broad French windows.


There is so much white spring light, and her silhouette is so sharp, so bold and solid, that they seemed locked in contention, as if one would eat up the other.


Madame Blanche goes to her. – My dear, how do you do? Let me kiss you. I’m glad to see you enjoying the sun, such as it is. And Madeleine tells me you have been outside . . .


Madeleine, the maid or nurse, has quietly resumed what is obviously an accustomed station at a little sewing-table in the corner, and Madame Blanche bends over the woman in the window, holding her hand and talking in soothing tones of little mutual matters. And the woman – is she happy to see her visitor? Or does Madame Blanche, unwittingly, intrude upon the fierce privacy of illness?


Well, look first at the hand Madame Blanche is holding. Not the right: that is a nerveless upturned claw. The left is rigid, its whiteness broken only by the smooth arc of a ring, but it is a very beautiful hand. And as Madame Blanche talks the beautiful fingers, with effortful slowness, tighten around hers.


– Monsieur Blanche sends his compliments, by the by, my dear. He was hardly able to stir last week – a gouty condition: but he dosed himself and is quite well again. Has Dr Desroches been to see you lately . . .?


Is she, was she, a beautiful woman? To judge one must push aside the veils of her affliction: the heaviness of immobility, the distortion of expression on the right side of her face where an invisible paw seems to rake the flesh. And one must solve the equation of contradictions: an elegant lady of forty would possess such a hand, but the muslin cap and the severe wings of slaty hair belong to the stolid matron, likewise the plain stuff dress and plaid shawl. Yet note the cameo-clasp bracelets and delicate silver pendant of intertwined flowers – personal, young, Romantic. And then there are those eyes.


– What’s that, my dear? Forgive me, try again, says Madame Blanche as the woman who is many women stirs, fights with a tremor, and forces a murmur between her frozen lips. Tea, did you say? Ah, I thank you, my dear, but I do very well as I am, and I won’t take poor Joséphine from the kitchen – is today not your laundry day? Oh, yes, I have a prodigious memory, you’re right: my curse, Monsieur Blanche calls it – but you know what men are for remembering, or forgetting I should say . . .


Those eyes. Restless: even when turned politely on Madame Blanche, their gaze is liable to drift back to the window. But this – sidelong – is the best way to see them: huge eyes, suggesting the entire shape of the eyeball as the evening crescent suggests the whole moon. Intense eyes: one might try the old image of lamps, but no – stale: besides, there is no light in them. They do not even truly look outwards. The garden, the spring buds, the pretty walk between espaliers – they seem only to be things convenient for the gesture, the form of looking. The real gaze is inward – down other perspectives, surely longer, stranger.


And surely for ever closed off. The woman seems to listen to Madame Blanche’s mild talk of this and that, but her replies are vestigial, mewing murmurs and nods, and a hoarse sigh at the back of the throat identifiable – at some dreadful distance – as laughter. And it is not long before the woman makes a signal that is unmistakable and final. She leans her head back and closes the remarkable eyes: covers their shadows. Madame Blanche is prompt.


– Well, my dear, I must not tire you. And doubtless Joséphine will have your soup ready soon. You still find your appetite returning, I hope, my dear? Splendid. It has been delightful to see you – oh, and I must remind Madeleine to try the rosemary oil again. Just a little on the wrist and temples – I’m sure you found it soothing, did you not? . . .


But the woman makes no motion now. She might be asleep. And perhaps even kind brisk Madame Blanche, tittuping to the door, cannot conceal her desire to be out of this tidy blank room, away from the cold frame of light with its dark stencil of paralysis.


Outside she sucks in fresh brash air; and turning back to Madeleine in the porch says, pensively: – Well, she has had worse days. Of course she will never again be as she was. I don’t suppose he . . .?


Madeleine shakes her head.


– Hey, well. Goodbye, Madeleine. Remember the rosemary. Look, I was right: it’s starting to rain.


Remember.


Rosemary – that’s for –


What is it? What is she? Who is Sylvia, that all her swains – no, wrong, prompt, prompt, damn it –


And here is long-faced doleful Joséphine taking away the untasted soup from the table at the woman’s side while buxom red-armed Madeleine crushes a little rosemary in a pestle, freeing the green imp of scent.


Rosemary. Sylvia. Who is she, that all . . . who is she?


The nursemaids busy themselves with practised movements, passing and repassing, dancing the sickroom minuet.


Ophelia. That is she, I. And I, of ladies most deject and wretched, That sucked the honey of his music vows –


– What is it, Madame? Would you have water? Or the cordial? The fire-screen?


– The drawer, I think she means the drawer.


Come, night; come, Romeo; come, thou day in night . . . No, wrong, wrong, where’s the prompt –


– She’s agitated, poor soul. I think it’s the company that does it. Is this what you wanted, Madame?


A miniature portrait is placed into the woman’s hand – or someone’s hand, some giant hovering at her side, whose hand is modelled on her own, obliging giant who brings the portrait closer to her eyes. Up from a well of longing looms the face.


My lord, I have remembrances of yours.


– Is that it, Madame? Something more?


– A question. See the frown, that’s for a question. What – which – ?


– When, it’s when.


Come Romeo –


– When will he come again? Oh, Madame, I really can’t say.


– Don’t upset yourself, Madame. Let’s try a little of the rosemary, it’ll calm you.


There’s rosemary, that’s for remembrance.


– She wants to weep, poor soul, but she can’t make tears any more.


Too much of water hast thou, poor Ophelia, And therefore I forbid my tears . . .


That’s for remembrance.


I remember.


I have no voice. Will you hear me?





PART ONE






Ophelia



1


First there was her father murdering her mother.


First there was this, the struggling and the screaming and her father’s shoulders high with the damnable effort and the plunk, plunk, plunk of the curtain-rings as her mother grasped and clawed at the bed-curtain as she sank, as she sank, and still the screaming.


The screaming is me.


And now her father, interrupted in his work, looks over his shoulder and frowns at her. In pure irritation.


No, not that scene, not first. Change it. Roll up that drop.


First, first, the other father. The true father. She sees his shoes – which shows what a tiny girl she must have been in this scene: but also she always got such a feeling of him from those shoes. Big broad black square-toed squeaking things. You could have set a pair of fat hens in them. Rusty stockings and old-fashioned knee-breeches too. Not that that was so uncommon where they lived.


‘These shoes will outlast me,’ she heard him say once. And he was never silly, not he, not the other father, but she nearly thought him silly for that. Shoes didn’t last. She was always having to have new ones.


First – but perhaps the witches came first. (She believes the witches always come first. There, at the back of things and in the root and source, they lurk.) But he could always keep them at bay – her other father.


She called him so sometimes, when she forgot.


‘Father, we went on such a walk and I found such a big mushroom, bigger than anything—’


‘Did you, my dear? And did you pick it? You shall show me. But a moment first, Harriet, and recollect yourself. I think you mean no harm: still you should not call me Father, you know, for that name belongs to someone else.’


She tried not to pout, pouting.


‘Come, Harriet, never tell me you’ve forgotten your father? You’re too big a girl for such forgetting, I’ll swear.’


(How old is she here? Try six. She has a sense of hair down, white drawers instead of petticoats, much dexterity with her hoop: of tears infrequent but not to be quickly got over; they lodge.)


‘You saw him in January. Your mother and brother too. They came on a visit.’ Gentle, sorrowful reproach in every soft furrow of that face. ‘Now, I know you remember.’


She squirming, liking the talk with him, the tender attention: not liking the subject. Then the outburst: ‘But I live with you.’ There was more: she would take him by the veined hand and lead him over the vastness, the endless acres, of her love for him. But she had no voice, for that.


‘Yes, Harriet, and I am very happy it is so. But you must understand, your father is not able to have a settled home, because he is a player—’


At that word she rose in puny revolt. ‘I play. Children play.’


‘– and so he must travel about the country,’ he went on, eyeing her sadly, ‘and as when you were very small that did not seem to suit you, it was agreed that you be brought up here under my care, until—’


‘Yes – I know. Let me show you the mushroom.’ She became a breeze, blowing it all away: because she could not bear that until.


Let me show you the mushroom, let me show you my father the player. He, too, is big: fleshy in an unwholesome way: not quite believable. Here he comes in his beau’s riding-coat and boastful hessians (so different from those shoes). Artful hair, weathered cheeks, a summoned smile: arms open – to show the breadth of his chest, of course, that windy rafter-rattling chest, not to welcome or embrace.


Did she remember, ever, an embrace? In truth, no. His hands went about her shoulders, and then there was a sort of measuring pat down her arms and hips. She saw men at Ennis market do something similar to horses they thought to buy: would she do?


Oh, exit, Father, for now. Enter again the one she must not call so, her guardian. The Reverend James Barrett, Pastor of Drumcliffe and Dean of Killaloe. And to her confusion there were others who called him Father: the Irish folk of the town, that is to say the Catholics or Papists. They had their own priest but still they were warm to her guardian: sometimes brought him their troubles or sought his advice. Thank you kindly, Father. Not what you properly called a Protestant minister but he didn’t mind.


‘When you are as old as I am,’ he said, to a visiting lady, ‘you begin to see that how things are called does not greatly matter.’ The lady talked of founding a charity school for the labouring poor – or deserving poor: which should it be? She was very grand, very high. Fine kid gloves up to the elbow and a bandeau about her head, which gave Harriet the horrid fancy that she had been hanged and cut down. She did not much care for the lady all in all. Perhaps because she had made her guardian talk of being old – and at that Harriet wanted to stop her ears.


Old: that was the Widow Glasheen, who was always to be seen spinning at her cottage door at the foot of Church Row. On walks with Nurse, Harriet would go to give her good day, touch the spindle and run her fingers round the wheel-spokes, peep in fascination at the ancient face: no bigger than a turnip it seemed beneath the great mob-cap. The Widow Glasheen had so many grandchildren and great-grandchildren it was higher than she could count; but she could name them all in a piping sing-song. ‘Biddy and Michael and Rory and Thady, Connor and Brian and Rory again, Nonie and Patrick, Molly and Dan, Biddy again . . .’ It went on: Harriet could recite it all. Her memory worked that way.


Which greatly interested her father, when he visited.


‘Such a memory, my little Harriet! Say it again, now,’ and then the measuring hands. Measuring eyes too. The look of a man given too much change in a shop and hoping it will not be noticed.


But the Widow Glasheen – the day came when she was not in her place at the cottage door. A crack in the world. What had happened?


Nurse found out.


‘Dead, Miss – dead as a herring. Her neighbour-woman found her so last night, still sitting at her wheel, God ha’mercy.’


Harriet howled. The first thing that was not right.


‘Why, Miss, what’s all this whillaluh? I only hope I may go as quick and quiet. Don’t you know she was monstrous old, and don’t you know that old people stand always at grave’s edge? Now hush, for the widow-woman’s sake. If you cry too soon or loud for one that’s died, you wake the white hounds that come and snatch their soul away.’


Her nurse, Bridget, was full of those tales. Harriet hated the thought of the white hounds taking the Widow Glasheen’s soul: she hated to walk past the deserted cottage, and turned her eyes away. But it was something else she was really turning her eyes away from.


‘Very good, Harriet. Very good. Now you may put away your book.’ Her guardian, after hearing her read her lesson. He rubbed the bridge of his nose: the light seemed to shine through the papery skin of his hand. It was not very good: she had made mistakes, stumbled through it. But she could not allow the knowledge that he had fallen asleep.


Old: no, she could not allow that.


Walking with Bridget, she ventured on the question.


‘Old, Miss? To be sure he is. I’ll say this, he’s a good deal older than me.’ With a conclusive nod, Bridget brought everything back to herself. But here we are in the market-place now: her favourite part of their daily walk. Ennis was no poor, moiling little town. You might find more fashion in Waterford, but no more thriving and bustling: here a market-wife tumbles her basket of cabbages straight from her head on to the stones, and there flash the painted panels of the departing coach, Cork–Limerick–Kilkenny, with the barefoot boys running behind to hazard their lives on a grab at the bars, and there the farmers make obeisance round the mystic three-legged scale where the potatoes are weighed, and here the young blades practise their lounging under the portico of the courthouse, and wish they dared call out to the young ladies in trim spencers and bonnets, deliciously conscious as they trip by to purchase their lace and exchange their sentimental novels.


The townspeople made a pet of Harriet. She was the Reverend Dr Barrett’s little girl, and – everyone said it – fetchingly pretty besides: that rich black cluster of hair: oh, those eyes. A wolfhound put its questing nose into her neck: come away, ye brute, and don’t scare Missie. Troublous, she stared at a pig having its back leg tied: look ye, Missie, it doesn’t hurt him at all, never ye get in a flustrum over it. This was nice – and discomfiting. Harriet did not like having attention called to her. She feared being looked at.


The Reverend Dr Barrett’s little girl – but also Mr Smithson’s little girl.


William Joseph Smithson was well known in Ennis. Almost an adoptive son of the town: he came from elsewhere, but Harriet could not say where precisely. (‘A gentleman born, mark you,’ he would grumble proudly in his cups, ‘the Smithsons of Gloucestershire.’ He was certainly English, as was her mother. But who knew the Smithsons of Gloucestershire? They were as remote, as legendary, as the last of the Mohicans.) And just there, down Cooke’s Lane, past the grim gratings of the House of Correction, was another place from which she turned her eyes.


It was a theatre.


‘What’s amiss with you that you won’t go down here?’ Bridget, tugging at her unyielding hand. ‘Is it the House you’re afraid of? Well, it can’t hurt you if you’re a good girl. It’s when you’re bad that you’ve to fear the Bridewell. Then it’s a different matter . . .’ And she went on again to conjure the horrors of the House, where you had to stand all day in fetters and beat hemp until your arms were half out of their sockets, and you slept on a plank bed covered with straw and made water in a pail with everyone looking.


But it was the modest building a little further on, it was the Theatre Ennis, or Mr Smithson’s Theatre, that Harriet Smithson shrank from.


A maltings once. It still had the chimney. But some years ago, when he was temporarily settled at Ennis, Mr William Smithson, the most celebrated actor-manager of the south of Ireland, had leased the building and fitted it out with a stage and a pit and a gallery seating two hundred. ‘With his own hands,’ Bridget would reminisce admiringly. ‘Never had such a thing in the town before. Not that it was any manner of good to me, mind. The cheapest ticket was a shilling, and I worked in the bleach-yard then, and it was all I could do to keep myself in stockings.’


Her father’s theatre, then, in a way. Whenever his travels around the country brought him back to Ennis he mounted a short season there: that was when the visits happened, the hands on the shoulders, the assessing. And whenever Mr William Smithson was in town, Bridget would make much of her to people in the market-place.


‘Yes – here she is, his own little girl. Don’t you see the look of him in that face? Why, it’s even a wonder she wasn’t born on that very stage, for she was all but peeping out. Will you hear it . . .?’


Harriet had heard it many times, always with dislike. The very week before her birth, Harriet’s mother had gone on stage at the Theatre Ennis for a benefit performance. ‘Oh, she did not play much of a part, I believe,’ the Reverend Dr Barrett had told her, ‘more of a token appearance. There was a musical piece with a scene of Vesuvius erupting, I seem to recall; oh, and Romeo and Juliet.’ About the theatre he spoke, as ever, with mild forbearance. Some men of the cloth were severe upon the morality of dramatic entertainments, he said, but not he. ‘Men do far worse things in this world, Harriet, than stepping upon a stage.’


She listened: trusted: as ever, believed. And yet. She did not like the theatre, did not like talk of the theatre, and could not speak of it or explain it.


The Reverend Dr Barrett’s filmed eyes saw much, if not all. He drew conclusions. She must have unpleasant memories of theatre life in infancy, before coming to live with him (which she did not, for all before him was vacancy, void before creation) and he thought to dispel them by taking her to the Theatre Ennis himself.


Not when her parents were performing: he sensed her resistance to that. It was another travelling company. ‘It appears that they have had the honour of playing before all the crowned heads of Europe, to an acclaim as universal as unparalleled. Goodness me, all the crowned heads.’ He snuffled humorously, perusing the playbill. ‘Well, with such accolades, we can hardly refuse our patronage, my dear.’


Harriet could not, would not refuse him anything. Perhaps he, if anyone, could dispel the cold fog of misgiving about that building in Cooke’s Lane. The place where something, she felt, was waiting for her.


With her hand in his she entered the dark door and let the theatre swallow her up.


Smell of orange-peel, sawdust, hot fustian and bodies. The smoky air and the roar of voices smothered her: it was like when she had slipped in the bathtub and gone under: her swamped senses sang hideously for release. Their seats in the pit were only yards from the stage. Curtain, obscenely large: when she had had the ulcerated throat her fever had made just such titanic distortions of her bed-furniture. An explosion of drum and cymbal stopped her heart, then scurrying fiddles and flute made it race. Some hidden giant lifted the curtain. Something went out from the audience, a surge or lunge of attention: on the backless bench Harriet braced her tense shoulders against it. A terrace, a palm, a sea: they were there, and not there: she squinted in distress, trying to make sense of them, until the man in the sky-blue coat and tight pantaloons swept in shouting.


Oh, that man: the shiny white face with the old neck beneath, the restless stamping back and forth, the sudden booms and hootings into the audience. He was the son of a baronet who had been captured by Barbary pirates, which he was glad of because so had his lady-love a year and a day ago, though he was also being pursued by a lady he did not love who was disguised as a page, and whose breeched legs brought fierce whistles from the gallery . . . He was this but he was also someone else, someone whose gaping mouth lapsed into a nervous pinch between speeches. It was somehow like when Harriet looked at things with her eyes crossed: soon you felt queasy.


The breeches lady was very gay and sang about being carefree, but she had hollow, shadowed cheeks like Mr Keogh the consumptive who was wheeled about Ennis in a Bath chair. By contrast the other lady was notably plump, especially about the middle, and when she rushed on stage into her lover’s arms there were more whistles and laughter and a voice shouted from the gallery: ‘Sure you’re too late, man, she’s already been had!’ But later she thought her lover was untrue and she wept, and Harriet could see the real tears, glistening tracks on the red-and-white face-paint. She turned her head away.


‘There, my dear. Never mind. It’s all pretending.’


All pretending. The comic manservant took a resounding tumble: his body smacked the boards. Everyone laughed at him, as they would not laugh at someone who had really hurt himself. Or would they? Was that the dark secret of this place – that it brought out the worst in you, like the shebeen-houses out on the Loughrea road where, Bridget said, men broke each other’s heads with bottles? The old-young man vanquished the pirate captain in a clattery swordfight, then made a speech about British liberties. There were a few subdued whistles. All pretending.


And pretending was wrong. She knew it: she had pretended a stomach-ache to avoid her arithmetic lesson, and though her guardian had surely known he had let it pass; but her own punishment came with the sickly, cheating feeling that rose in her afterwards, which was as bad as a stomach-ache. Pretending was a sort of lie: and it was a lie that Harriet felt all about her in this noise and swelter.


Perhaps it was a grown-up matter, one of those unreachable things on the high shelf of adulthood, like the shebeen-houses: like the rasping jokes that greeted the announcement of a grand tableau-transparency to end the entertainment, representing Nelson falling on the deck of the Victory: ‘Show us him falling on Lady Hamilton!’ Though there were other children here who seemed happy enough.


‘Yes, very much, thank you,’ she said, when her guardian asked if she had enjoyed it, as the blessed moment came to leave, to step out of the shrill fug and into cool, truthful air. Blissfully she acknowledged returned realities, the horse-puddles in the street, the beggar-woman advancing with black-grained palm and propitiating smile. Her guardian dug deep.


‘God bless you, Father.’ The hand snapped shut, the old expert eyes already scanning the crowd.


‘Home now, Harriet?’


‘Yes, please.’


Oh, yes, please. God bless you, Father.


Harriet skipped. She did not expect to return.


‘No, I believe she is positively averse to theatrical entertainments altogether,’ Harriet overhears her guardian say to the visiting grand lady.


‘Not in the blood, then. Well, some might say that’s a blessing. Oh, the Smithsons are a decent enough sort of people, I know, but still all too often the stage is the mere anteroom to the bordello. I speak plainly: you know I always do. And so I don’t hesitate to say, my dear sir, that you look tired: are you overtaxing yourself? I’ve said before, a man in your position need not preach more than half-a-dozen times a year.’


Harriet could hear the patient smile in her guardian’s voice. ‘I am honoured by your concern, but you know I am like an old carthorse – take him out of the shafts and he drops.’


Harriet ran away then. She could see the horse falling.


Then there was the mad boy with the broom.


You didn’t see him about Ennis very often. When he did appear it was a minor occasion, like the arrival of the itinerant ballad-singer. Children gathered.


The last time Harriet saw him, she was taking her morning walk not only with Bridget but with her guardian. Another occasion: lately he did not stir much from the house.


Surprised, cordial greetings. ‘Morning, Father. We’ve seen but little of you. Is it sunshine you’re hoping for? There’s a terrible Noah’s-ark in the sky.’


‘Oh, just taking my stick for a walk, Casey.’ A long breath. ‘The poor fellow was pining.’


The mad boy – who might have been nineteen or twenty from his size, but it was the size of a boy writ large, a wrong size – was the youngest of the large brood of Murphy the linen-draper, who had pots of money, according to Bridget, but was the most close-fisted man in Ennis. The old man trudged the country lanes picking up kindling, with an old greatcoat fastened round his neck to avoid wear on the sleeves. ‘If I had his money,’ Bridget said, ‘I’d lay it out on a new suit of clothes at least.’ She set her jaw. ‘And more beds besides. There’s not enough in that house, judging by that poor half-saved gossoon.’


What did she mean? What did beds have to do with the mad boy? Harriet had to ask, knowing the response.


‘Hush now! You shouldn’t ask such things.’


In the market-square the Reverend Dr Barrett had to sit down on the bench outside the coaching-inn. ‘I must get my breath,’ he said. ‘You run about, my dear. As long as you keep Nurse in sight.’ It was a bright day and the market-place was busy, but there was a particular commotion over by the courthouse portico. Harriet went to look.


There was the mad boy with his broom, and all about him the usual excited gaggle of children. Bridget let her play with other children as long as their necks were clean, and Harriet knew several of the gleeful faces that turned to her.


‘He kissed it!’


‘Timmy Byrne told him to kiss it and he did! You never did see!’


The broom was an old besom, almost worn away from being dragged everywhere by the mad boy. It was his companion. Sometimes he cradled and stroked it: sometimes put its smooth handle close to his cheek and talked to it in a confiding mutter. He never seemed to mind the audience of children and youths that followed him about. When they laughed at him he laughed too, a deep, honking laugh like a donkey’s bray.


‘Kiss it again! Like it’s your sweetheart!’


The mad boy did it, chuckling, then looked round uncertainly at the reaction. Children were screeching and dancing on the spot. Harriet wanted to move away, but some fascination kept her there watching the mad boy. And, after all, he seemed to be enjoying himself too.


Then a big prentice-boy, hulking in leather apron and breeches, did something new. He snatched the broom from the mad boy. The donkey-laugh changed to bleats of distress as the prentice-boy ran in a circle around him, holding out the broom and then snatching it away.


Soon others were joining in. They tossed the broom between them, sometimes right over the head of the mad boy, who ran fruitlessly back and forth, groaning on one long note. The laughter grew louder and harder. A butter-woman came over and cried shame on them, but no one heeded her: other adults were stopping to look, to grin and laugh. Still Harriet could not move, though she did not laugh, and dreaded the broom’s being thrown to her: she didn’t know what she would do.


Then her guardian’s hand was on her shoulder. ‘Go to Bridget, now. Quickly.’ Breathing hard, he waded in among them. The laughter fell away. The prentice-boy had hold of the broom again, and he glared mutinously at the Reverend Dr Barrett. Then he dropped his eyes. The Reverend Dr Barrett took the broom from him. He handed it to the mad boy, who was making a bubbling, sobbing noise, and told him to go home.


‘I do not at all mind you playing with other children, Harriet,’ he said afterwards, when he had breath. ‘But not games like that: not ever. I will not have it. Do you understand?’


It was the only time he had ever spoken severely to her. Oddly, she did not feel bad: she felt loved.


About a year later the mad boy died of a brain-fever.


His father finally untied his purse-strings for the funeral, which was a grand affair: black plumes, mutes, red cloaks, a closed carriage following the hearse in slow procession through all the streets of the town. No child could be denied the treat of seeing a good funeral: Harriet took her place with the rest.


Instead of watching the procession, she found herself watching the watchers. All along Chapel Lane and up Market Street they stood, doffing hats, bowing heads, looking solemn. Some dabbed their eyes with handkerchiefs, or set up a wail as the cortège passed. And some of these, Harriet noted, had laughed and mocked at the mad boy and his broom.


All pretending.


She was not sure how long it was since her parents had last come to see her, but certainly she found herself a good head taller against her father’s waistcoat. She felt different this time too: not quite so abashed in their company. Curious, even.


‘Being engaged for a short season in Galway, we thought to take in dear Ennis along the way. The company have gone on ahead – one hopes to a warm welcome. In the past we have not found that town greatly appreciative of our efforts.’ William Smithson pushed back his thick, greying hair with both hands, a uselessly large gesture. ‘But there, my dear sir, you will be the first to acknowledge that Irish society is not what it was. Sad result of the Union! Where are the ton now, where the men of education and refinement? Shifted over to England, to London and Westminster. All too often now the commercial class set the taste, and I fear they are not discriminating.’


‘It is much to be regretted that so many of our great estates now are owned by absentees, who never set foot in the country,’ the Reverend Dr Barrett said. ‘Society is diminished, as you remark, sir; and what is worse, many poor labouring people suffer, through the neglect of these estates, and the corruption of intermediary agents.’


‘Oh, to be sure! The condition of the peasantry is very shocking. Such poverty and ignorance. I was only remarking to Constance the other day – was I not, my dear? – on how my heart bleeds, actually bleeds, at some of the sights we see on our travels.’ Her father’s long face grew longer, his brow crinkled, his lips twisted with pathos. Meanwhile his big, careless feet tapped a miniature jig on the rug. His body, Harriet saw, was giving him away: it showed when you were lying.


Her parents had come to dine, bringing also Harriet’s brother. And this was the first time he took shape as such in Harriet’s view. Though he was scarce eleven he looked older: he stamped about with grand carelessness, a small reproduction of her father. He travelled with the company, appeared on stage, and loved it. They could hardly have been greater strangers to one another. His name, she recalled with difficulty, was Joseph.


Today was different.


‘Look. Look, isn’t that funny? We’re both the same.’


With ungentle hands Joseph thrust her towards the pier-glass above the parlour mantel and then, realizing she could not see so high, hoisted her effortfully up in his arms. He had lost a front tooth practising for a sword-fight and she, in the natural order of things, had just lost one too in the very same place. ‘Look. Show your teeth. Ugh, you’re heavy. There, see? Both the same.’


Harriet experimented with a smile. The mirror, encasing a curly-haired little girl and a big curly-haired boy, presented her with a new idea. She was not invisible. People could see her all the time just as she saw them. She did not stand outside the world: she stood relative to it. Fear melded with fascination.


Relatives. Before they had only been seasonal interruptions, like Christmas evergreens or colds, as quickly forgotten. Now Harriet began to wonder about them. Her mother, with her warm, scented, absent kisses, her abundant flesh that she somehow carried gracefully as if it were a padded costume: were all mothers like her? The Reverend Dr Barrett smiled on Mrs Smithson: Harriet had heard him commend her sound Christian principles. She had the first inkling that what he did, he did for her mother’s sake.


Not her father’s. Her father: there was the biggest wonder of all, this man, whose voice bounced off the wainscoted walls: even to hear him scratch his head was to be deafened. The linen at his cuffs was a little frayed.


‘Without Mr Pitt we are sadly adrift,’ he was saying, and made drifting motions with his hands. ‘There seems as little hope of peace as of victory.’


‘They say he was a shocking toper,’ put in Joseph. ‘Six bottles of port a day, that’s what I heard.’


‘Oh, the private sphere has no bearing on a man’s public life,’ her father said.


‘It does if he’s drunk,’ Joseph said; and gave Harriet a wink of collusion. She did not know where to look.


While Joseph was to dine in candlelight with the adults, Harriet was deemed too little. A distribution of kisses, and she was despatched to find Bridget, milk and oatmeal, the rites of bedtime. But she hesitated outside the parlour door. She had half a mind to peep in and return Joseph’s wink.


Instead she found herself listening, unbreathing.


Her guardian’s voice: ‘And now tell me, my dear madam, how does Harriet’s little sister? I have hesitated to address such a tender question . . .’


‘Bless you, Dr Barrett, you needn’t. The fact is, we are in high hopes that we may raise her after all. She has quite begun to thrive with the new wet-nurse – well, if not to thrive, then to do a good deal better.’


‘I’m so very relieved to hear you say so. And the – the trouble?’


‘As to that, the doctor says we can only wait and see.’


‘Which means he does not know.’ Her father’s boom. ‘Like most of his profession, the one thing he is certain of is his fee. For myself I am optimistic. Air is what is needed: good air is all, and the air of Waterford cannot be bettered. I only wish I could say the same of the receipts there . . .’


‘Well, you’re a quiet little mouse tonight,’ Bridget said, as she slipped on Harriet’s night-rail. ‘Did a fairy steal away your tongue?’


Harriet turned from her and extinguished her burning face in the pillow.


‘Dr Barrett tells me you are a good scholar, my dear.’ Her father, the next morning. He had called to take Harriet out for the day. A fine jaunt we shall have, he said, and it might well take in a visit to the pastry-shop . . . She hardly heard him for the clamour of questions in her head. Now he strode beside her, high-chested, heartily sniffing. ‘I am pleased. Of course, there is more to life than book-learning.’


Cooke’s Lane: of course he would come here. He stood before the doors of the theatre and sighed. ‘A wandering peripatetic like me cannot expect a home – but if I have one, this is it. A poor thing, but mine own. Now, Dr Barrett says you went to the theatre and did not like it. Can this be so?’


‘No, Father. I did not like it.’


‘Papa, you must call me Papa. I asked Dr Barrett for the name of the company – but, dear me, his memory . . . Some wretched strollers fit only for the barn trade, no doubt. Ah, when you see your papa perform, it will be different. Your mama too, though she prefers to take only the occasional role nowadays. And Joseph, he shows great promise: and so well grown he has even been able to take walking-gentleman parts. Do you know what a walking-gentleman is, my dear?’


Harriet didn’t want to know. As he strode on she kept her ground and asked his back: ‘Papa, what is this about my sister?’


He stopped: stared down, as if a cat had suddenly barked like a dog.


‘My dear Harriet – what is this? I have said nothing to you about a sister.’


‘I heard it. Last night.’ Now she felt ashamed, knowing that listening at doors was bad. But there was no reproof, as if he found that, at least, quite a natural thing to do.


‘Come, my dear.’ He coughed and demanded her hand. ‘The fact of the matter is, you must have misheard.’ As he spoke there was a curious hitch in his step, as if he was physically eluding some slight obstacle. ‘Your mother’s sister, perhaps. We were certainly talking of her. She lives at Bristol, you know, married to a tradesman there – oh, in a very genteel line, mind you . . .’


She could see he was not telling the truth. But it had taken all her will to pose the question: interrogation was beyond her. She could only submit to his overbearing custody. But the sister followed with her: the undreamed possibility that had become her dreams.


‘Not hungry?’ Her father had taken her for what he called a nuncheon at the coaching-inn where the family were staying. He thrust veal-and-ham pie and coddled eggs under her nose. ‘This is very fine fare, you know. Specially ordered for a special occasion.’


‘Perhaps it’s too rich for her,’ said her mother, eating contentedly.


‘I’ll have it,’ Joseph said, lunging.


‘No, no,’ her father pronounced. ‘If Harriet does not choose to eat her portion, it shall be sent back.’


‘That’s not fair!’


Her father sprang up, deftly and even casually hitting him round the ears. ‘Comport yourself decently, sir. Is this a bear pit?’


With tears in her throat Harriet forced herself to eat. The sound of the slaps shook her. Her mother clucked her tongue, chewing: Joseph scowled and grumbled, her father raised his hand again. The old waiter came into the room with wine, sniffing back a dew-drop. Joseph sneaked a slice of pie from her plate. Her father, noticing, took no notice. Wind shrilled through a cracked pane, bringing a noisome aroma of stables. Her father poured wine and drank at it in eager, sucking gulps, as if he were eating it. Joseph balanced a spoon on his nose and her father began laughing uproariously. None of it made any sense.


Outside, a crash and a yell. Joseph flung down his knife. ‘What’s that?’


‘Ask permission before you leave the table, boy,’ her father grunted. Joseph was already at the window overlooking the inn-yard.


‘Oh, look, Papa! The funniest thing you ever saw! They were trying to back that horse into the shafts and instead it’s tipped that curricle right over.’


William Smithson joined his son at the window. ‘Oh, dear, dear,’ he said, laughing richly and tolerantly. ‘And now those poor dunderheads have got it stuck fast in the arch. See that old fellow scratch his poll. Aye, my friend, you must think it out. Dear, dear. A likeable people in many respects, but quite hopeless.’


Harriet found her mother was smiling towards her in a conspiratorial way: these men and the things that amuse them. Kind eyes, Harriet thought. She wondered about her little sister’s eyes; and then froze on the precipice of speech.


‘What is it, my dear?’ Her mother followed Harriet’s downcast gaze. ‘Oh, is it these? My bracelets? They’re pretty, aren’t they? That one is pearl, you see, and that one coral. It grows under the sea, though I confess I don’t know how.’ She gave a timid laugh: Harriet glimpsed as a distant flash the idea that her mother was a little afraid of her. ‘You shall have many such pretty things when you’re grown.’


‘Mama, will you tell me about my little sister?’


Her mother stopped in the middle of a breath, then glanced about her in a mildly perturbed way, as if she had put down a pencil and now could not find it. ‘Sister . . . My dear, where did you hear such a thing?’


‘I heard it yesterday when you were talking. I asked Father – Papa – but he said I was mistaken but I know that’s not true.’


Her father was still at the window, chuckling over Irishness.


‘Yes,’ her mother said simply. ‘You have a little sister. She was born last February. I had rather a bad time and – well, never mind that. Her name is Anne – which is a pretty name, don’t you think?’ But a glance at Harriet’s face showed there could be no diversion. ‘She is with a nurse at Waterford.’


‘Why?’


‘Oh, bless you, you must know a woman can’t be nursing a baby when she goes about the country as a player. We put you to a wet-nurse for your first year. Joseph too. Mind, with Anne it must be longer, I’m afraid, because she is – not very strong.’


Last February. Harriet calculated: there had been two visits since then.


‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ She was no longer surprised at her own boldness: she was so far out in daring now she was beyond sight of land.


‘Well, my dear, because she was so poorly. We really thought we wouldn’t raise her, and – Lord, this is very disagreeable to talk about. We didn’t want you to be disappointed, hearing you had a sister and then – then if she didn’t live. Oh, but she is improving a great deal now. Her legs are shockingly thin, poor creature, and I think her back is not quite right. But we have hopes.’


Sister Anne. Thin legs, bad back. It was too much to take in now, but Harriet could feel the preparing of great spaces for it in her mind.


‘When will I see her?’


Her mother didn’t answer. Her father had turned from the window and was regarding them with kingly sternness.


‘Really, Constance. I hardly think this the proper occasion to talk of that matter.’


‘Yes, my dear,’ her mother said, with placid resignation. ‘I’m sorry.’


‘All in good time, Harriet, all in good time,’ her father said, resuming his seat at the table and taking up the wine bottle. ‘As I told you.’


And now Harriet would not have been surprised to see him make the bottle disappear up his sleeve. You could get away with anything, it seemed: it was all in the way you did it.


‘My little sister.’ After her parents had gone Harriet could not stop talking about her to Bridget. ‘She’s at Waterford. I’m going to see her some day.’


‘Hush now, don’t be talking so much of what you want. Your luck will run out. It sounds as if she’s a poor thing, a cripple most likely. I wonder what your mother did when she was carrying her. Mrs O’Shaughnessy got into the boar-pen when she shouldn’t, and her boy came out with a snout for a nose.’


Superstitions, her guardian would tell Harriet: don’t believe them. ‘I doubt that Bridget believes these old tales, really, but she finds a relish in them.’ He smiled. ‘Like that toasted cheese she’s so fond of late at night, when it gives her such dreadful dreams.’


Superstition: mere tales: not truth. ‘You know the truth given to us by our Lord,’ her guardian had said, ‘and you are always safe in that.’


And so she was – up to a point. In his house, yes, and in the streets and lanes of Ennis likewise, among familiar faces and kind words. But on the witchy walks – that was different.


Once a fortnight she and Bridget went on a visit to a former servant of the Reverend Dr Barrett’s who lived in the country south of Ennis, taking a basket of provisions, and coins in a muslin bag. Out of the town things changed. Bridget changed: became witchy.


She was a trim little body with a round, pursy, high-coloured and eager face, as if she were always running a slight fever. Out in the country a new and dark animation came over her. Bridget could read only with difficulty, but out here she scanned the land, conned it, fluently interpreted. This was where she came from.


‘Oh, our cottage was miles away from any town. I didn’t know of such things. I’d never seen more than five houses together when I first came to Ennis. Where I was born you saw not a light after dark from Dan to Beersheba. If so be as you were late coming home from the field, and the night came down, you might as well have been under a blanket. And that’s when you’ve to beware, for the pooka will come out of the darkness, looking like a horse, a terrible one, but you follow him, thinking he’ll lead you somewhere, and so he does – down deep into the bog where no one sees you, light or dark, till everlasting.’


Witchy: there was no other word for it.


‘Look now – I wonder whose field that is? Farmer Sullivan’s, I fancy. Well, he’ll come to grief. He’s dug up that fairy-mount. That’s the end of his luck. I knew a man back home who dug up a fairy-mount in the corner of his field, because he couldn’t turn the plough for it, and he tried to ask pardon, but it was no manner of use. His childer dropped one by one into the grave.’


Superstition: old tales. Harriet tried to keep her guardian’s sane, kindly voice fixed in her mind, but out here it faded, out here among the piercingly green fields and the shack-like smoke-filled cottages with the dunghills before the doors and the black-armed turf-cutters watching her pass with a slow stare. Out here you must always give good day to an old dame going by, not because it was good manners but in case she was a witch.


‘Not that it’s always the old ones. Witches can be young and beautiful – the wickedest ones. That’s how it is with these folk – you can’t tell.’


Fair is foul, and foul is fair.


And before they rode to their Sabbath, they bathed their feet in the blood of a slaughtered babe, but blood was the key to them, because if they put a geas on you the way to undo the curse was to scratch them and let their blood . . . Bridget’s cheeks shone the more she talked of it. And there was no stopping her, much as Harriet wanted to: she hated the witches like all unavoidable facts. Just to mention them was to bring their intent profiles stencilling the moonlight on her bedchamber wall.


Yes: the witches came first, after all.


You do not believe in witches?


Be assured, they believe in you.


Oh, all was well again when she got back to the house in Chapel Lane, where the chesty ticking of the clock made sense of time, where the walls were measured in leatherbound books, creaky, a little musty, wise, like extensions or editions of her guardian himself. Still, you knew that other world was out there, vivid under a confused sky. Shut it out: draw yourself up to the study table where the Reverend Dr Barrett gently corrects your recital of the kings and queens of England, speaking of Queen Anne and George I reminiscently, as if he had known them.


And then – it must come – that odd solitary breakfast with the cook-maid helping her to what she called a slice of pig, and looking at the clock (its crooked smile) and muttering about the master being late (failing, failing) and calling out to Bridget what to do, what should we do?, and then the heavy, so heavy thump on the floorboards directly above, something falling but not falling surely, almost as if something very large has been thrown, and then the clatter of feet up the stairs and Bridget shrieking out to the garden for Patrick the daysman, help, help, and then no more.


No more.


I cannot choose but weep to think they would lay him i’ th’ cold ground.


On the day of the funeral Bridget bathed and scrubbed her mercilessly, as if there were some possibility of defilement. ‘You must bear up,’ she kept saying. ‘It’s hard, I know. Even I find it hard. But still.’


Yet Harriet was, apparently, bearing up. A cousin of the Reverend Dr Barrett’s, deaf, gouty, and hard-breathing, had come over from Dublin to take temporary charge of the household, and fuss over the will; and though he looked on Harriet as a minor nuisance, like a kitten under the feet, he did remark absently: ‘The child bears up very well.’


So this, Harriet thought, gazing at her black-clad reflection, was what bearing up looked like. The eyes in the mirror stared at her, somehow, while fixing themselves far away.


Bearing up, then, must be this: the feeling of perfect frozen stillness, so that to raise your hand was a wrenching and unnatural event. It was not being able to sleep or eat, and the small placid tone in which she heard herself decline the food. It was the presentiment that there must be a crack or a hole somewhere at hand down which she was to throw and extinguish herself, since there must surely be something provided to make this bearable.


All of Ennis turned out for the funeral. The shops were shuttered. Protestant and Catholic priests walked in the procession after the carriage containing Harriet and a primping, nagging Bridget and the gouty cousin, who complained of damnable twinges. She saw some people in the streets weeping, as they had at the funeral of the mad boy. Perhaps that was not bearing up. It certainly looked very easy and relieving: pleasant, almost.


She did not remember the funeral. Afterwards, at the silent house, Bridget reproved her for not bearing up after all. She couldn’t tell what had happened: only that her throat was sore. She lay on her bed and slept for twelve hours.


Her father stood before her in the hall. His face was raw with cold and his restless hand smoothed and raked at his windswept coiffure until at last, with an air of concession, he let it be. ‘My dear,’ he said. ‘My dear Harriet. We came as soon as we could. But it was a shocking road from Kilkenny, quite a disgrace . . . Such a dear good man. You must be greatly – greatly saddened. But still, you know, he was eighty, a good age, a very good age – and a good man . . .’ He seemed to cast about for something better than these dismal scatterings of consolation. Then her mother appeared in the doorway, burdened; and he made a triumphant turn to her. ‘And look,’ he cried, ‘we have brought your little sister.’


Her mother came forward, and lowered to Harriet’s eyes the tiny, sharp-chinned, straw-haired scrap who was nothing like any of Harriet’s imaginings. Strange, then, the almost prosaic unsurprise that possessed her: oh, yes: of course: it’s you. As if she had known her all her life.


And then, though her father stood by with the flourishing look of a vindicated man, though Anne’s thin arms stretched out for her, Harriet suffered a mutiny of revulsion that drove her, running and sobbing, into the empty parlour: to the fading, failing traces of the man who could not be replaced.


She wept for so long that her mother left off patting her and began patting herself, sighing again and again: ‘Dear, dear. I don’t know.’ Harriet did not intend, could not envisage ceasing to cry. It was only when a little clammy insistent hand began to tug at her, as if to urge her off the sofa, that she began to gulp, gasp, acknowledge life as a possibility again. Her sister circled her: Harriet heard the teetering asymmetrical footfalls. Hot breath huffed her hair: Anne trying to peep at her. And the hand tugged.


Harriet did not want the hand. But, then, you did not want to feel hungry or thirsty. Everyone understood that. Everyone recognized, like a starkly clear reflection, the face of need.
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In the quiet house on Chapel Lane, the lawyers’ clerks and the auctioneer have departed, and the old quiet has become absolute stillness.


For Harriet, everything has become motion.


‘The company.’ Her father introduces them at an inn on the road to Tipperary. ‘Mr Dillon, the Low Comedian. Mr Partington, the Old Man. Mr Cadell, the Juvenile Lead.’ Harriet stares dully at these people: fidgety, flashy figures, bowing and curtsying and blowing kisses at her in a way that seems to her – she can think of no other description – not serious. Her father explains, to her vast indifference, what each one does – their line of business, he calls it. The Heavy Father plays villainous roles, tyrant kings, hard-hearted guardians. (A plunge of her heart at that word.) The Juvenile Lead, young heroes and lovers. Through her dense misery a little thin puzzlement seeps. Mr Cadell the Juvenile Lead is very nearly as old as the Old Man. He has a lean, pinched, baleful face and a stoop; and he looks at her father as if expecting at any moment to catch him out in some tremendous lie. That part, at least, she can understand. After their showy greetings, the company seem to share Harriet’s uninterest: they are absorbed with a continual shuffle of places, unspoken communications and secret jokes. ‘Modesty should forbid me to mention it, my dear, but for the sake of completeness I must add: the Tragedian, your humble parent.’ A brief clap: very brief.


Like the noisy meal in the inn dining room, like the sleep in the itchy inn bed with sister Anne burrowing and whimpering beside her, like the clattering breakfast in the pewter-grey dawn and the thawing of her numb fingers before the niggardly inn fire and then, again, the road.


The road is not so much a thing as a state, a condition: above all, an absence. There is no stillness: no rest or order: there are not even days of the week. There is only passage, and you get so used to it that fixed places – the inns, the scant townships and hamlets along Ireland’s sunken spine – seem anomalous: as if they, too, have just stopped moving, or are about to start. Sometimes the road itself is good, at other times a mere firmer spot in the bog. Here and there Palladian mansions materialize on the horizon, slowly turning their symmetrical profiles about. The company moves at a lumbering pace. The Smithsons travel in an ancient, unsprung carriage, and the precious scenery and props go in a wagon, but most of them walk: the Singing Chambermaid, who is heavily pregnant, rides a mule, and Mr Cadell the Juvenile Lead has an old nag, as spare and sullen as himself. There are several children in the company, robust and theatre-born, who will run alongside the carriage and stare boldly in at Harriet, seeming to wonder what she is doing there.


Harriet wonders that too.


‘You’ll get used to it, my dear.’ Her mother, vainly battering herself against the wall of Harriet’s silence. ‘It’s right and good that you mourn poor Dr Barrett. But these things happen. It’s only natural. And, after all, it has made us a family again.’


Again? thinks Harriet: how, when we never were a family?


At inns and posting-houses her father exerts himself greatly in bonhomie, seeking needful information: when is the date of the next race meet? Is the local magnate still old Lord Killairn (mean, unwelcoming) or the young heir (spendthrift, worth cultivating)? Sometimes he will borrow Mr Cadell’s horse and ride on ahead to solicit mayors and worthies and distribute playbills.


‘What, Cadell, d’you fear the mare won’t be safe with him?’ Harriet hears someone say, as they stretch their legs in the inn-yard. ‘The old villain’s a good horseman, say what you will.’


Mr Cadell’s long dry sniff. ‘I don’t fear for the creature’s safety. I just have fears whether I shall ever get her back.’


Another absence: warmth. Harriet always feels cold, as no one else seems to. No, there is one other. Her little sister Anne, past two but absolutely undimpled, fleshless: perpetually she huddles against Harriet, bony as an umbrella. Harriet tries to warm the chickenish hands between her own. This is something she can do. Likewise singing to her, helping her perform her lopsided terribly intent walk, undressing her for bed. (Still the quick catch of the breath as she pulls up the shift and sees that taut-skinned hump over the left shoulder – but getting used to it, getting better.)


‘It does my heart good to see you taking to each other so,’ her mother says. She is a woman for whom everything is very quickly all right. Harriet tells herself: She is my mother: she is kind and wants to help: I must love her. She gets it by heart, like a hard sum.


There is not much else to get by heart. There are only play-books on the road – dog-eared, tissuey from thumbings, covered with scribbles and crossings-out. This vaguely affronts Harriet: she would never have done that to the leathery treasures in her guardian’s library. One day the memory of those, and her distaste for the play-book lying open on the table, and the eternal coldness in her bones all come together. She is in a frowsy inn-room: her father is downstairs arguing over prices with the landlord: Joseph is muttering to himself as he rehearses some nonsensical business with a walking-stick: Anne is whining. Harriet reaches out for the play-book – or it reaches out to her – and marches over to the fireplace with it. In it goes: the wan fire begins to leap and crackle; Harriet reaches out exultant hands.


‘I saw you.’ Joseph is at her side, flushed and righteous. ‘I saw you do that. That was The Magpie. We’ve only got a few of those. I shall tell Father.’


And now Harriet, too, crackles: flames. ‘Tell him. He’s your father. He’s not mine. My father’s dead.’


She has never heard her own voice so loud. Too loud to hear the squeak of the door, where her father stands, with a braced look like a man in a gale.


‘Yes, Harriet,’ he says, in what is, for him, a small voice. ‘Now, he is.’ And turning away, he places his hand on his heart. A gesture she knows is called theatrical. What she does not know is whether that makes it real or not.


Dublin: for a long time on the road there had been talk of it among the company, and it made them more chattery and excitable than ever. ‘Of course, things will be different in Dublin . . .’ ‘I only feel I really come alive when we do Dublin.’ Mr Cadell spoke loftily of the many people there he would look up: he made it sound faintly unsavoury. Her father had the panels on the ancient carriage repainted. The intimations of grandeur even reached Harriet through her private shadows, and she felt rather disappointed at the place she saw when the carriage halted and her father, a little drunk, put out his head and began an impromptu apostrophe: hail bright queen of something-or-other. It was only a riverside village after all.


‘Bless you, my dear, this isn’t Dublin. This is only Chapelizod,’ her mother told her.


‘And yonder bright sparkle, yonder silver thread, Harriet, is the blessed Liffey, that leads to the heart of the blessed city itself,’ her father said, lurching back into his seat. ‘There is discernment. There are pits and galleries worthy of the name. There are, God forgive me as a gentleman born for dwelling upon it, but there are receipts.’


And such a hugeness of habitation, of tall spires and ship-masts and houses that seemed, incredibly, to rise almost as tall, of wheel-clatter and stink, scaffolding and shop-fronts, building and selling, rich people in silks and poor in rags squeezing for the same walking-space, that after a while Harriet could not look. It was like having the experiences of a week in a minute.


Her father had already written to secure lodgings for the family and he made a great fuss about them. ‘This, I hope, will be something like. We have made do for long enough.’ Harriet, growing wise, took this to mean he could not really afford them. They were better than usual: a set of undamp rooms above a tea-dealer’s shop in Fishamble Street. Her father was all a-twitch, clumsy with concentration. There was much at stake for him, Harriet gathered, in mounting a season in Dublin. The audiences here were used to the best, her mother told her: in the summer touring companies came from Drury Lane and Covent Garden. Names that meant nothing to Harriet, but her mother’s voice turned hoarse as she pronounced them, as if they were holy places. Harriet surprised herself in feeling sorry for her father when he set out for the theatre early in the mornings, humming, pale, unseeing. Though she did not go out much, she could see a good deal from the window. Those people, thronging and purposeful and at home in their great city: her father, with the bald spot on the top of his head, diving into the harsh tide.


Her mother was taking one of her rare roles, so Harriet was often left alone in their lodgings with Anne. They were nominally in the charge of the company carpenter’s daughter, a moony girl of fourteen who functioned as a maid-of-all-work; but she spent most of her time downstairs trying to attract the attention of the tea-merchant’s prentice-boy. There was a certain peace in these days, a peace of absorption. Fretful Anne required much amusement, and that prevented thinking. Harriet cradled her sister’s head through her restless, effortful naps, invented games, built satisfying constructions out of the battered chairs and musty tablecloths. Sometimes Anne’s gaunt baby face would loom worshipfully at hers, as if she dreamed of but could not yet aspire to a kiss.


When the strange man came into their lodgings, there was at first only annoyance at the interruption, the breaking of the fine-spun threads of play and solicitude.


‘Well! There’s a charming picture.’ He stood smiling pleasantly down at them, a ruddy man in riding-coat and boots, smelling of outdoors. All the same Harriet felt he was not pleasant. ‘These must be the offspring.’


The carpenter’s daughter was behind him, all in, as Bridget would say, a flustrum. ‘I tell you he’s not here—’


‘So you do, and likewise you won’t tell me where he is, and no doubt you’ve got your orders, and never mind.’ Still smiling, tapping his riding-crop against his leg, the man stumped through to the bedrooms. ‘Halloo! Mr Smithson.’ When he came back he was a little flushed. He’s been looking under the beds, thought Harriet: and she wanted to laugh and cry at the same time.


‘You can’t come in here like this,’ the carpenter’s daughter was saying, near tears herself. ‘It isn’t right—’


‘Oh, there’s a lot of things that aren’t right in this world, Missie. I could tell you a thing or two, only I won’t.’ The man picked up a chair, placed it with a slam in the centre of the room, and sat on it. ‘Anyhow, he lives here, and a man must always come home, and so I’ll wait. You don’t mind, do you, my dears?’


Harriet said: ‘What do you want?’


‘Why, I want to see your father.’ That smile, so unpleasantly pleasant.


‘What about?’


‘About the recovery of a debt,’ the man said, as if to an adult. ‘I made Mr Smithson’s acquaintance the last time he was in Dublin, and it has left me thoroughly out of pocket. And a little out of temper too,’ he said, with a laugh, and a sharp crack of the riding-crop against his boot.


Anne began to whine. Harriet hoisted her up.


‘I’ve got to change her clout.’


‘Quite the little mother!’ The man took out a clay pipe. ‘Go your ways, then, my dear.’


Anne’s clout did not need changing: only the situation. Harriet could not bear it. She could not bear the man, the smiling, the gentle menace. With Anne in her arms she ran down the back stairs and out into the streets.


‘Crow Street. The theatre in Crow Street. Can you tell me—?’ Shyness had to be forcibly overcome: like the desperate last tug that brought a baby-tooth out of its socket. The man with the riding-crop wanted her father and it was not good, not good at all: she had to find him, warn him. ‘If you please, can you tell me—?’ An old woman gave her complicated directions that sent her wandering among reeking quaysides, while the birdlike weight of Anne became a sack of coal. Luck or blind instinct brought her at last to a street where her father’s playbills were pasted on every wall.


The theatre: she stood trembling before the porticoed doors. She had never been inside such a place since that evening in Ennis. The curious dread rose in her, mixed with resentment: this was the skewed world she had exchanged for the Reverend Dr Barrett, the books and creaking shoes and rightness. But still she must go in, must find her father: when no one came to her knocking at the locked doors she ran down the alley at the side. She knew there was a thing called a stage door. (And a green-room: surprising how many things she knew that she did not want to know.)


The stage door was like a dirty secret at the end of a dark passage strewn with refuse. Inside, a maze of darker passages, tripping her up with sudden unaccountable ramps and steps – but the smell, there was no mistaking that close greasy smell, and that was what led her, gasping, exhausted, till she burst into a tallow-lit room. Several mirrors displayed wild yellow portraits of her face. A red velvet robe lay on the floor like a dead man. Mr Cadell, dressed as a soldier, was sitting over cards with the Low Comedian.


‘The point is, something can be made of Cassio – a great deal – but depending on the production. With his lordship there, it’s all the Moor. Cock’s life, did you hear him rant over Iago? Such imbalance . . . Hullo.’ Mr Cadell looked round with unfriendly surprise. ‘What do you do here?’


‘If you please, where is my father?’


‘On stage, my dear,’ the Low Comedian said, in his thick brandy voice. ‘It’s a full dress. We’re nearly done. Sit and wait for him, if you like.’


‘Damn it, child, you can’t go through there,’ Mr Cadell called after her. ‘Don’t you hear it’s a full dress . . .?’


Past painted battlements (all pretending), into what she knew (hated to know) were called the wings, the ache of her arms and the grizzling of Anne and the thwack of that riding-crop and the theatre-smell coalescing in her mind. The prompter, old and arthritic, could not get up from his stool in time to stop her. Harriet passed through a bright membrane of candlelight into a bedroom, rich with brocade hangings but opening on one side into nothingness like a cliff-edge.


And here, after all, is where it begins: her father murdering her mother on the rich bed, pressing the pillow furiously over her face while she fights and screams and the curtain rings go plunk, plunk, plunk: here it is.


Harriet did not drop Anne: there was that much to be said. She managed to set her sister down before the screams went into her and out of her, echoing in the great dark beyond the cliff.


Afterwards, when they had calmed her in the green-room, her father knelt carefully beside her and held out the back of his hand. ‘I know what it is. It’s this. It’s the blacking, that’s what alarmed her.’ He rubbed with a wetted forefinger. ‘See? It’s Papa underneath, my dear.’


‘I told you,’ her mother mildly murmured, ‘there’s no need to cork-up for a dress – it’s such a nuisance to get off, for one thing.’


‘And I told you, my dear,’ her father said, through gritted teeth, ‘that I must have it for the Moor, if I am to work him up properly before tomorrow. It transforms. And here is poor Harriet proving it – isn’t it so, Harriet? You were frightened by Papa’s black face?’


Not really: not in the way he meant. The blacking did not so much mask him as emphasize him. It unleashed something terrible, potent, and also real. That was what she had screamed at. Not the lie but the new, suffocating truth she had breathed in that place.


‘A nuisance,’ her father was saying, rubbing irritably at his cheek with a handkerchief. The blacking, or herself? She had a notion. But when she stammered out the story of the man with the riding-crop, he was all alertness.
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