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Yet sometimes, just sometimes, in his dreams he heard the wind sighing through the Cornish woods again and heard the music of the tides, and then sometimes, in that moment between dreaming and waking, he heard a woman’s voice speak his name with the soft warm voice of the Cornish, and he caught a glimpse of wide grey eyes that gazed on him and seemed to teach the eternity of love . . . and when the image broke and the present claimed him, he knew such a gaping wound of desolation that he felt his heart torn from him once again. And on those days he stepped from sleep to waking with a roar of pain like a man who has glimpsed into the fiery heart of hell itself.

It did not last, of course. In this life nothing lasted, and as for the next, well, he hardly cared. Old men do not grieve for the pretty faces of their youth. The illusions, the whole trickery of passion. He had been wrong to envy Perdita just now, still living in her dream.

Angel or witch? He laughed again. An ordinary girl, a nobody. And yet for a few brief months she had been his whole world. His whole world and – an illusion. The final irony of it was, of course, that she had not cared for him at all.

Margaret . . .
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Cui dono lepidum novum libellum?

To Derrek, 
of course.


The Falling Years

London, October 1660


Among the myriad minor sensations that absorbed the gossips that first autumn of Charles II’s restoration was the scandal of Perdita Treveryan. The eldest child of Sir Richard Treveryan, her claim even to her father’s name was dubious. In the next twenty years, the King’s growing brood of royal bastards was to make illegitimacy almost fashionable but when Perdita first came to London the chill morality of the Protectorate still clung to the alleys and spires of the capital.

A bastard child was far from unusual: the novelty lay in Perdita’s favoured position within her father’s household. If she had been discreetly reared by a kindly yeoman and his wife far from the public eye, or if she had lived with the servants and been taught to minister to the needs of her two younger half-brothers, there would have been less cause for scandal. But no. Lady Treveryan’s own firstborn child was not treated with more indulgence than the dark-eyed skinny girl who was a daily reminder of her husband’s infidelity.

She was not Lady Treveryan’s child, that much at least was common knowledge. Beyond that, all certainty ceased. Several theories were current concerning the possible identity of her mother. Favourite, at least among the superstitious, was the belief that she was the child of those elfin folk who had still lived in the wild hills of Cornwall where Perdita was born in the days before the Lord Protector Cromwell banished pleasure and magic from the country. For those requiring proof, the evidence was plain: look how Lady Treveryan, barren as an addled egg through fifteen years of marriage, had suddenly borne two sons in the space of as many years. To the credulous, and there were many still who believed such things, it was clear that a bargain had been struck: Perdita’s welfare in return for the two fine baby boys.

The cynical preferred to emphasise Sir Richard’s part in the matter. They were torn between scandal that he had foisted his bastard child on his poor wife and admiration for her cheerful acceptance of the outrage.

Kitty Treveryan was unaffected by either their scorn or their pity. She was armour-clad with that insensitivity which resulted from a lifetime’s absorption in her own self. She did not gossip, for to gossip it is necessary to have at least a malicious interest in other people and Lady Treveryan had no interest in anyone except herself – in herself and in her immediate family, whom she saw as an extension of herself.

As for her husband, he never heard the rumours. Only a reckless man, or a fool, would have passed on such parlour tittle-tattle to Sir Richard. In all the bustle and excitement of the London of the newly restored monarchy, Sir Richard Treveryan remained aloof, a man apart.

A cold wind was blowing off the river and Perdita pulled her cloak more closely about her shoulders. She sat very upright in the overfull boat, her head slightly turned as though to examine the Palace of Whitehall which was now coming into view on the right-hand bank. She had, in fact, not the slightest interest in the Palace; her intention was to secure the admiration of the sturdy young waterman who was seated opposite her.

His eyes were grey-green like the tidal waters and his shoulders were bull-powerful from constant pulling at the oars. Perdita smiled, as though inwardly amused, and allowed the tips of her fingers to trail in the icy water: the gesture, she knew, showed to advantage the ivory skin of her wrist as it emerged from her velvet cuff.

At the other end of the boat Belinda, the old servant, fussed. ‘Can’t you row any faster?’ and she tapped the shoulder of the less formidable of the two watermen who were seated with their backs to her. ‘I’m sure you have slowed down. We hardly move at all.’

‘Tide’s on the turn,’ he said, amiably enough. ‘We’ll try to get you home before dark.’

At the prospect of being still on the river once the sun had set, Belinda let out a wail of panic. ‘Row faster, you scoundrel, you’ll have my master to answer to if we are late!’

The older waterman spat, perhaps coincidentally, into the river, but the younger of the two, the one with the grey-green eyes, said, ‘No call to blame us if you’ve stayed too long at the fair,’ and as he spoke he smiled at Perdita and she absorbed his smile without turning her head to look at him.

Behind her, her two half-brothers squabbled at the back of the boat.

‘We’re hungry, Belinda,’ said Nicolas, ‘why didn’t you bring any food?’

‘This boat has water in it,’ Ralph shrilled. ‘We’re sinking, I’m sure!’

A low moan from Belinda. ‘This is all your doing, Perdita,’ she scolded, ‘I can’t think where you disappeared to for so long. We’d have been home an hour ago but for you.’

At this the younger waterman examined Perdita closely. He made a note of her thoughtful dark eyes in a thin and clever face, and of something restless, a nervousness, yet kept under close control, in the set of her wide mouth. In particular he observed that there was something pinched and hungry in the young girl’s face, for all her velvets and her lace and the jewel at her throat. He recognised those outward signs of a hungry and ill-cared-for heart: they were the same from the airy spaces of Hampton Court to the stinking hovels of Fish Lane, and, for all he knew, in the snowy wastes of Muscovy as well.

Perdita merely darted him a quick smile before replying coolly to Belinda’s complaint. ‘But there was so much to see. I had no idea it was getting late.’

Billy, the serving-boy, seated on a coil of rope at her feet, stared straight ahead and gave no sign that he had heard.

‘Yes, Perdita, it’s all your fault,’ said Nicolas. ‘Where were you?’

She smiled serenely. ‘Only looking at the booths.’

But, in fact, she had seen almost nothing of the fair; nor had that been her purpose in arranging this expedition. She had seen it as a perfect opportunity to extract from Billy the serving-boy some information of desperate importance.

She had soon learned that though the boy looked timid enough he knew the value of what he had to give. The first sugared apple had merely revealed the information that yes, he did know something. It took half a dozen sweet buns to yield up the knowledge that yes, her father was indeed engaged in negotiations for her marriage. (Perdita had guessed as much.)

And the identity of her intended suitor? Billy was reluctant. Taking nothing for granted he knew the value of everything. Besides, his shrivelled stomach could barely cope with the sweet buns and sugared apple. Perdita grew angry and threatened him with dire punishments. He was unmoved.

A fortune-teller’s booth came to their rescue. Perdita had paid the old man his money but did not allow Billy to hear what he said until she was certain that he had shared with her all he knew: Oliver Nashe, a well-to-do armourer from Coventry, was a widower with three children, the oldest only a couple of years younger than Perdita herself. She remembered now the man who had visited their lodgings about a week before. He had appeared kindly enough, although old in her young eyes. A bit uncouth perhaps, but she could hardly expect to marry into the gentry. And marriage would bring the respectability her illegitimate birth had denied her. She was not at all displeased with the information – it could have been worse, much worse. (And she thought with a shudder of the lumbering Devon farmer who had come courting her in the spring.)

She allowed herself a faint smile of contentment. And in the meantime there was the young boatman with the grey-green eyes and the rippling shoulders. The steady strokes of the oars kept time with Belinda’s fussing.

A barge making its way upstream was nearly struck by a tilt boat racing down with the tide. There was much shouting and commotion and their own boat rocked dangerously.

‘Lord preserve us, we are drowning!’ And Belinda hugged herself with fear.

The watermen cursed each other amicably.

‘Watch out, you oafs, you stupid clods!’ the brothers yelped. ‘Now I’m soaking wet!’

Billy, defeated by the sugared apple and the six sweet buns and the bucketing of the wherry, was sick over the side. Nicolas and Ralph watched him in silent fascination.

‘Whatever has the boy been eating?’ asked Belinda.

‘Look!’ Perdita suddenly wished to change the subject. ‘There is Father waiting for us. He must be angry.’

Among the porters and the idle watermen on the Westminster Stairs, Sir Richard Treveryan stood a little apart, a tall gaunt figure, his dark cloak flapping in the wind.

A brief moment of hope flickered in Perdita’s heart. He was waiting for them, he had been worrying about them. About her in particular.

It was nearly ten years since her father had ceased to visit their home, even in secret, ten years of his long exile in France. During his absence she had created an imaginary father for herself, a father powerful, wise and kind. A father above all loving. But it had been a stranger who met them on their arrival from Devon three weeks before, and a stranger he had remained, cold and remote – at least to her.

At the sight of her master Belinda grew frantic and forgot her fear of the watermen. ‘Faster, you rogues, faster!’ she squealed, striking their backs with her fists.

‘He is waiting for us.’ Ralph spoke with awe.

Perdita peered through the dusk. Sir Richard Treveryan was standing with his head tilted slightly back: keen falconer that he was, his eyes were most often fixed on far horizons. Not bothering with the fretful company now approaching in the boat.

She realised he must have come to the stairs to evade his wife’s complaints, her habitual litany (at least since their arrival in London) that they should have a coach. ‘If we only had a coach then I would not worry so when they were out.’ But Treveryan, who loathed any kind of confinement, considered coach travel to be a form of torture by suffocation.

He lowered his gaze and saw them. Perdita began to lift her hand in greeting but already it was too late. He turned and began to walk briskly away from the river.

‘Your precious brats are safe,’ he would say to his wife in that mocking way he had.

Perdita’s dreams of a father who waited for her by the water’s edge shrivelled and crumbled to nothing. She fought back her disappointment. He would not hurt her so. She must learn to be as hard and cold as he was. Green-cheeked Billy, who thought he was dying outwards from his heaving stomach, struggled past her to escape from the boat and she kicked his ankles to repay his bad manners.

And then she lifted up her chin and took comfort from the lingering pressure of the waterman’s hand as he guided her from the boat and on to what Belinda, with loud thanks to the Lord above in all His mercy, described, though with dubious accuracy as the stairs were slippery with wet, as God’s own blessed dry land.

Like all cynics Sir Richard Treveryan delighted in examples of human weakness and hypocrisy and on his return to London in the late summer of 1660 he had found no shortage of either for his amusement.

When he had visited the capital two years earlier to conduct some secret business for Charles Stuart, he had been heavily disguised. If any of the people whom he had met on that occasion had guessed his true identity they would not have scrupled to denounce him to Cromwell’s men as a traitor and a spy. But now, with the return of the King and the regicides in their turn under sentence of death, every Londoner was declaring himself a monarchist born and bred. Sir Richard, like other returning exiles, was no longer a traitor and a rebel, but an acclaimed hero.

The threat of death had not much troubled him, so it was hardly surprising that he was alike indifferent to the exaggerated praise he now found heaped about his shoulders. Oliver Nashe, for instance, still gawped slack-jawed and foolish at the honour of marrying the daughter (illegitimate, it was true – but never mind that) of the man, not to say the hero, who had been wounded at Worcester. One rumour, which Sir Richard did not trouble to deny, would have it that his wounds had been received when he rushed in to defend the young King from Cromwell’s men, thus enabling him to make his dramatic escape. What would they say, these month-old Royalists, had they known that it was boredom, not loyalty to the House of Stuart, that had driven him to Worcester nine years before? When each day tastes as dry and dull as the one before and the one following and every day to come until the end of time, amen, then soldiering, organising men to butcher their fellows in the name of half-understood ideals, will provide a way as acceptable as any other of passing the time.

And the exile that was so wretched for other Royalists had been for him a tolerable interlude. He had always preferred the rough clothes of a countryman to a courtier’s lace and velvets. Following the inscrutable logic of diplomacy he had fought, in the King’s name, first with the French against Spain and then, with equal dedication and resolve, with the Spanish against France. He derived some satisfaction from the symmetry of the European campaigns.

In fact, now that he was returned to his own lands once again he found that he somewhat missed the freedom of his exile. He had slept in his clothes under the southern constellations and shared the meagre food of his soldiers. There had been excellent hunting in the Pyrenees. And he had not seen his wife or his children for nearly ten years – in itself a blessing not to be underestimated.

Treveryan stood by the water’s edge and watched the wherry as it slowly approached. When he had overheard his wife commanding a servant to seek them out he had surprised her by saying he would go himself. He had always preferred to be out in the open air and he liked the salt wind and the dirt of the river. It was one of the few places in this confounded city where he did not feel himself to be choking on gentility in small spaces. Happily his release was not far off. In two days there was to be a formal audience with the King and when that was done he intended to leave at once for the country. His wife could follow with the servants and the children when she would. Or not at all.

In the thickening darkness he could now make out the identity of the passengers in the little boat. He sent a servant to inform his wife of their arrival and began to walk away. He had no wish to be present when the noisy troop returned.

The illness which had detained him in Spain through the summer had left him prone to occasional bouts of lassitude; also with an increased liking for good wines and certain Venetian elixirs with pain-killing properties.

Oblivion, that gentle mist which erases the jagged blade of memory and understanding, sweet nothingness was the only pleasure he now desired.

Kitty, Lady Treveryan, was surprised.

‘Lord, child, I know even less of this than you,’ she said, and her small features rumpled with bewilderment. ‘However did you manage to discover so much?’

‘Billy,’ Perdita answered simply. ‘I paid for him to visit a soothsayer yesterday at the fair.’

Kitty glanced sharply at the skinny boy, loaded with packages, who walked behind them and she lowered her voice. ‘When you are mistress of your own house, Perdita, you must break this habit of bribing the servants or you will forfeit all respect.’

‘I hope I’ll not need bribery, then!’ Perdita flushed angrily. ‘I intend to know what’s what in my own house without having to stoop so low!’

‘Hmm. Well. That may be a fine thing, no doubt.’ And Kitty lapsed into an unaccustomed silence, not wishing to be reminded of the times without number when she had been compelled to depend upon servants for whatever scant information she might glean.

They walked some little way without speaking before Kitty said lightly, ‘Then you must take care and marry a man less secretive than your father. Mr Nashe seems a reasonable man.’

At the mention of her father Perdita made a curious and explosive noise, one most undignified but clearly expressing her disgust. ‘Thank the Lord there are no other men like him!’ she burst out. ‘Surely he must be unique, I should think!’

And she spoke with such vehemence that Kitty stopped, looked searchingly at her and then called to Billy, ‘Take those parcels back to the lodgings. We shall go on a little alone. Here, Perdita,’ as the lad shuffled sorrowfully away, ‘our rooms are so cramped that I’m sure the servants hear every word we say. And stop frowning so. If Mr Nashe should catch sight of you scowling like a baby with the wind he’ll no doubt change his mind and you’ll be left to die an old maid.’

‘I don’t care.’

‘He’s not to your taste?’

‘How can I know? I’ve only seen the man once.’

‘Hmm. He has money, you can tell by his clothes though they are quite out of the fashion. But a good wife could use his money to improve his appearance. I would judge him easy enough to manage, with care.’

Perdita frowned sulkily. ‘I had hoped to love the man I marry.’

‘Tch!’ Kitty dismissed the romantic proposition. ‘Love before marriage is nothing but fairy gold, all show and no substance, and anyone who tells you different is a rogue.’

Look at me, she could have added, look at me and believe what I tell you. She might have remembered another Kitty, the eager girl she had once been, so hot with love for the stranger who had burst into her narrow life that she had defied common sense and good advice to marry him that starry Christmas Eve when the bells rang out over Saltash and the Lord of Misrule was king. Look at me, she might have said, and be warned.

But she said nothing, did not even think of it. To dwell on the past, happy or sad, had never been Lady Treveryan’s way.

Perdita exclaimed suddenly, ‘I hate him! I do!’

‘Mr Nashe? Why, what has he done to—?’

‘No, not him. He’s—’ And she dismissed her little-known suitor with an airy sweep of her hand. ‘It’s Sir Richard I speak of.’ She could not even bring herself to call him her father.

‘Hate is strong—’

But Perdita swept on. ‘He is deceitful and cruel and heartless and thinks of no one but himself.’

Kitty nodded her head thoughtfully at this unflattering portrait of her husband. ‘Didn’t I tell you the kind of man he was?’

‘Yes. But I thought . . . He cares more for one of his mangy dogs than he does for me. Cares more for the servants than for his own child!’ Her voice wobbled with self-pity.

‘Nonsense, girl, he cares for no one but himself. Forget this fretting, Perdita, it does you no good.’

‘I cannot be free of it.’

‘Then you will have to act.’

‘What can I do?’

‘If you wish him to pay you some attention then you must seek him out, compel him to talk with you.’

Perdita seemed to shrink for a moment at the prospect. ‘Could you not speak to him first, suggest to him that he should see me? Arrange it somehow?’

‘Are you so very afraid of him?’

‘Certainly not!’

‘There there, no need to be all hot and bothered about it; plenty braver than yourself have found their courage failing when they had to tackle Richard Treveryan. Sir Richard Treveryan.’

‘I’m not afraid of him. I’ll talk with him today.’

‘Then I wish you joy.’ Kitty was already heartily bored by such an unpleasant subject and she caught the young girl by her arm. ‘Look, Perdita, there’s a place not far from here has very fine brocade. If you are to marry we’d do well to start purchasing the fabrics for your clothes at once.’

‘Not now, Mother. You go without me, if you must. I need some time to think.’

Kitty pursed her lips and walked on alone. In her opinion there was nothing in this world that took precedence over a fine length of new brocade. But at the end of the street she paused and turned. Lady Treveryan, a small woman who had never been beautiful, or even pretty, and who had aged rapidly during the years of her husband’s exile, watched her daughter for a few moments before the girl’s tall figure was hidden in the crowds.

That dejected droop of the shoulders, footsteps wandering without direction . . . a small shrivelled memory of pain caused Lady Treveryan a brief moment of discomfort. She walked on.

The range of emotions at Kitty’s command had always been limited, and any kind of sympathy was foreign to her. But today, listening to Perdita, she had known something close to genuine compassion. The gossips were right in one thing at least. In so far as she cared for anyone, Kitty cared for Perdita, her first child if not her firstborn. The daughter she had never thought to see.

The problem was that she understood the girl’s confused emotions only too clearly – memory served her where imagination would have failed. People knew Kitty Treveryan as a shrewish and irritating woman. But years ago there had been a weak place, a soft underbelly which she had been careful no one should see, not even her husband. Especially not her husband – he who had been the only person in all the world to cause her real pain. She knew well enough what it was to batter her heart against the granite walls of Richard Treveryan’s indifference.

But pain, even the memory of pain, was something she had always been zealous to avoid. Perhaps there was no need to spend much on further clothes for Perdita – after all, the gowns she had had newly made for this London visit would serve well enough for Warwickshire, and Oliver Nashe was barely a gentleman. A length of new brocade might better serve to make a new gown for herself . . . the bodice long and pointed at the front. Yes, she knew how it must be done . . . she would visit the dressmaker that very afternoon.

A cold drizzle was gusting from the Thames, bringing with it the salt smells of refuse and fish, but Perdita, so lost in her own unhappy thoughts, did not notice it at all.

Sir Richard Treveryan was arranging a marriage for her which was a better one than she had expected and she knew she should be thankful – but all she could think of was that, once settled in far-off Warwickshire, she would never see him or her family again. Her mother and brothers would miss her, she knew that, and even the servants would be sorry she was gone; but her father? He’d notice the loss of a favourite hunting dog sooner than he missed his firstborn child. In a life that had so far been devoted to the art of winning a place in the hearts of those around her, Perdita was contemplating her first defeat.

It was not a pleasant experience. Almost from infancy she had been one of those easy babies whose only apparent aim is to please. It was as though she had been aware, long before she could have understood the reason, that her position in the household was a precarious one; a favour granted that could as easily be withdrawn.

Her memory of those first years was vague. After the Royalists’ defeat at Worcester Richard Treveryan had forfeited his remaining lands and his wealth. While he pursued a soldier’s life in France and Spain, his wife returned to her father’s house, and Perdita, at the age of seven, found herself facing the toughest challenge of her short life. Kitty busied herself in persuading the parliamentary committees that she should be allowed to keep at least those properties that she herself had brought to the marriage. Perdita, with equal determination, was intent on winning over the old gentleman who had let it be known that he would never call this cuckoo child his grand-daughter. Kitty was only partly successful; Perdita completely so. Ralph Jordan, Kitty’s father, was no match for the small girl with the thin face and dark eyes and a smile that could wriggle right through to the heart of you. She teased him when he was merry, flattered him when he felt old, listened when he wished to talk. On the days when the household walked on tiptoe for fear of his ill-temper it was Perdita who was sent to humour him. And when he fell ill and was often in pain it was Perdita, then fourteen, whose quick hands alone could nurse him, Perdita whose soft voice soothed him, reading the psalms he loved so well to hear.

She held his hand when he was dying. As well as the expected sorrow (for she had grown genuinely to care for him) Perdita had known a fierce glow of triumph. The hardest battle of her life had been fought and most triumphantly won. She was a match for anyone. Or so, in her innocence, she had thought then.

She was excited when she heard the first talk of the King’s return. Now her father was sure to come home too, the father she could barely remember. And if Ralph Jordan had learned to love her, the bastard child who had brought humiliation to his only daughter, then surely it was only a question of time before Sir Richard Treveryan learned to love her too.

From that moment when he stepped ashore at Blackfriars in the wind and rain of a bleak September afternoon, she knew that this would be a battle of a different kind. For the first time in sixteen years her courage failed her. His dark eyes looked at his family but appeared hardly to see them. She was to learn to dread those eyes: eyes that veiled secrets but betrayed no emotion; eyes that moved restlessly from the noisy trivia of the household and seemed always to be seeking out the open spaces where his beloved hawks could fly. Eyes in which Perdita could not see herself reflected at all.

In time, however, the little household, cramped in its temporary London lodgings, did achieve a semblance of kinship. Kitty chattered to him of plans for their future, which house they should settle in, what changes should be made. Sometimes he listened to her. He heard the boys’ lessons and spoke sternly to them when they misbehaved. Even the servants had the benefit of an occasional word, a smile or a rebuke. Only Perdita was ignored. No matter how charmingly she smiled, how often she offered to fetch his glass, mend his clothes, make herself useful, no matter how witty or pertinent her comments, all her efforts were ignored. She began to feel herself not so much a bastard as a ghost child, not there at all.

But why?

As she struggled to seek some kind of explanation for his coldness the only answers she could find were stray fragments of rumour, half-remembered talk of sorcery and betrayal, the idle gossip of servants as they sat around the kitchen fire on winter evenings and told the old stories of ghostly lovers and demons that walked the moors at night, and then, in lower voices still, when they thought Perdita was asleep and could not hear their words, they murmured of her mother.

Her mother. The woman who, when she knew that she must lose the child, had named her Perdita, the lost one. She could hear their voices now as they spoke of a woman who had loved and lost and who, it was rumoured, had forfeited her life in the turmoil that had followed the civil war. A woman spoken of with awe and more than a touch of fear. Over the past few weeks Perdita had come to believe that this unknown woman who had died so many years before was the shadow still that blocked her father’s love. Witchcraft? She remembered the whispered accusations, but she remembered Dorcas too.

How could she ever forget the servant who had loved her as much as any mother and on whose copious bosom her head had always found rest? Dorcas had said her mother was an angel, that she had saved poor Dorcas from Hell and yet died herself of a broken heart. And when she spoke of her Dorcas rocked back and forth and cried and then laughed in her tears and grew hot and muddled and had to be soothed with a mug of warm ale.

But then as everyone knew, Dorcas’s wits were addled long before and Perdita soon learned to mock her as the others did. Yet missed her now.

The memory of Dorcas was a kind of comfort. Even now, on those London nights when sleep evaded her, she had only to conjure up an image of that vast lap where a small child might lose her troubles, to breathe that rank smell, for the anxieties of her present life to be transformed into the empty sleep of infancy. She wished passionately that Dorcas was still alive so that she could ask her about her mother.

Perdita sighed. Questions, always questions, but no answers.

And why should she now be bothering with the old lives, lives that were part of a past that meant nothing to her, when her own life was even now opening up an intriguing prospect? In truth, she was mostly pleased at the idea of marriage to Mr Nashe. She was apprehensive too, of course, but from what little she had seen of him so far she guessed him to be a kindly man whom she could wrap around her little finger within six months. And Warwickshire would be a fresh start, no rumours of witchcraft or angels there, no shadows from another’s past darkening her present life. Yes, a clean beginning in a new town, no longer a bastard daughter but a lawful wife – her heartbeat quickened at the bright new prospect of respectability.

But first, but first . . .

She paused, and looked around her. She had been so blinded by her thoughts that at first she could not make out where she was, but, recognising St Clement Dane’s church, she realised that she must have walked nearly the whole length of the Strand. Around her church bells were chiming the twelve o’clock peal.

She turned and began hurrying back towards their rented rooms off King Street; she was walking as quickly as she could, as if the very fervour of her pace might fan a fire of resolution within her. Before she could launch herself on a new life then the mysteries of the old must be resolved. She had urgent and unfinished business – with Sir Richard Treveryan.

Perdita shook out her skirts and smoothed her hair. She pinned her brightest smile to her face and took a deep breath to calm herself before knocking gently on the door and then, in response to the gruff command from within, pushing it open.

‘Father, may I speak with you?’

‘Is it necessary?’

‘Yes.’

‘I’m very busy.’ Sir Richard Treveryan barely looked up from the pile of papers he was working on.

‘I will try to be brief, Father.’ Now that she was actually standing in front of him, Perdita was more nervous even than she had expected. She almost hoped he would dismiss her at once, so that she might escape and rejoin her brothers at their game of cards, but instead Treveryan tossed aside the document he had been studying and, leaning back in his chair, said brusquely, ‘Very well, then, but be quick.’

She shifted uneasily. Her throat was suddenly very dry. She glanced across at Viney, the elderly manservant who had shared exile with Treveryan and went with him everywhere. He was a thin, dark-haired man who was as little interested in the other members of the household as his master seemed to be. ‘I’d like to speak to you alone. Please—’

‘But we are—’ and then, following her gaze, ‘Oh, Viney. No need to worry about him, child. Graves will talk before Viney stoops to gossip. Isn’t that right?’

‘But Father, I’d rather—’

Treveryan frowned his impatience but, to her surprise and relief, it was Viney himself who came to her rescue. ‘I had a mind to go out now, sir, to take these boots to be mended and to collect your new shoes for tomorrow.’

‘Well, if you must. But do not delay. Whatever Perdita and I have to say to each other, it will not occupy me long.’

‘Very good, sir.’ And, with a brief glance in her direction that amazed her by being a smile almost of encouragement, Viney picked up a pair of long leather riding boots and went out, closing the door quietly behind him.

‘So? What is your business?’

For a moment the sudden realisation that she was, for the first time in her life, quite alone with her father, was almost more than she could bear; there was so much she wanted to say to him and such a woeful dearth of practice, that her carefully rehearsed phrases flew quite out of her brain. Her smile, which was intended to be charming but was in fact too defiant for charm, faded from her face and she stared helplessly at this tall stranger who sat before her. His dark hair was grizzled now with white and his gaunt features were shadowed by the fading light of an October afternoon. There was menace in his eyes. She swallowed once, opened her mouth to speak – but no words came.

Sir Richard Treveryan grunted impatiently. ‘If your only purpose is to stand there gaping like an idiot then you may leave at once.’

‘But I wanted to ask—’

‘Hmm?’ He was drumming his fingers on the oak surface of his desk. ‘Let me guess. The servants have been babbling on about things that don’t concern them and you like a fool have been listening. Is that so?’

‘About my marriage, yes.’

‘Your intended marriage, nothing is yet fixed. You wish to know about Mr Oliver Nashe?’

‘Yes, sir, but only—’

He interrupted her. ‘Well then, if I must: negotiations are progressing in a satisfactory manner,’ and tipping his head back against the carved arch of his chair, Treveryan stared at the ceiling and spoke in a bored tone, as if reciting a catechism dredged from some far corner of his memory. ‘In fact I have invited him to dinner tomorrow evening – he is eager to make your acquaintance. As you know, I have a formal audience with His Majesty in the morning. I daresay he will grant me some honour which will be intended to gratify my vanity at a cost less dear to him than the restoration of Trecarne. For myself, I’d as soon he bestowed his trinkets on his horse – but there, it does not do for returning heroes to be squeamish about his gracious royal gratitude. I have no doubt that Mr Oliver Nashe will be duly impressed by my close ties with royalty and I expect thereby to raise the value of your portion. He is wealthy enough, God knows, and can afford to be generous.’

His recitation ended, he turned his attention with some reluctance from the low beamed ceiling to the girl standing mute before him. ‘Does that answer your question? I have work to do.’

‘And do you think highly of him?’

A dismissive gesture. ‘Of course not. But the man’s no more a fool than the rest of them. Quite shrewd in his way, I daresay. If you take care no doubt you’ll rub along together well enough. He has no outstanding vices that I know of, if that’s what you’re afraid of.’

‘No. But—’

‘What now?’

‘I wanted to know—’

No longer able to restrain his impatience. ‘I’ve told you all that need concern you now. More than you deserve.’

‘. . . about my mother.’

It was the oddest feeling, now the words were out: as if the walls were folding down upon her.

Treveryan shifted irritably. ‘Your mother? Why, she’s downstairs trimming a new hat for tomorrow, or some such vital task. What of her?’

‘No. My real mother. The one who—’

Her words diminished on a trembling breath. There was a silence, a huge engulfing silence. Darkness was spreading now in this room which was lit by only one small window and Perdita could no longer make out the expression on her father’s face.

At length he stood up slowly and walked towards the fireplace. Two logs, still green, wheezed on the hearth; one of the hunting spaniels lying in a heap by the fire looked up expectantly at his approach, then slept again.

At last he spoke. ‘Why in the name of all that’s holy do you wish to know about her?’

‘I wondered . . . she was my mother . . .’

‘She gave you birth, that’s all. The mangiest dog can do as much, and care more for her pups. The only mother you’ve ever had was my wife. Are you ungrateful now for what she’s done?’

‘Oh no, no! I owe her everything, I know that.’ Perdita had early learned the delicate art of being grateful with dignity, but she could see from her father’s gesture of impatience that to continue in this mode was a waste of time. ‘But I need to understand . . . I’ve heard stories, strange rumours . . .’

‘Ignore them, girl. If you listen to the servants’ gibberish, small wonder your skull is so brimful of foolishness.’

She was careful to smile at his insult. ‘It was not only the servants, Father. There were others, too, when they thought I was not listening.’

‘Eavesdropping too?’

‘I never intended . . . but once, when I was very small, I heard Lady Sutton say that my mother was – a witch.’

‘Alice said that?’

‘I heard also that my mother, my natural mother, made you care for her by sorcery and that in the same way she made your wife take me into her home. And that was how the boys came to be born, as part of the bargain.’

Sir Richard glanced up from his contemplation of the fire and looked at her with disbelief. His features, never handsome, were made strange by the dancing orange shadows of the firelight and the lines of boredom and contempt were exaggerated, etched deep into his face.

‘My God,’ he drawled, ‘I never cease to be amazed by the eternal nonsense you women indulge yourselves with.’

‘Then there is no truth in the stories?’

‘Do you expect me to treat your question seriously?’

Perdita’s cheeks flamed at the contempt in his voice. Her craving for understanding was met with nothing but scorn. She smothered her agitation, forced herself to speak calmly. ‘And Dorcas said—’

‘Dorcas now, as well?’

‘Dorcas told me she was an angel.’

‘How much more of this must I endure? If I remember rightly, Dorcas believed that goblins turned the milk sour and that the mountains of America are populated entirely by men with two heads. I only hope that when you are married Mr Nashe has more sense than to allow you time for such idiocy.’

If he had been angry with her, Perdita would not have minded so much. It was the eternity of indifference in his voice that she found impossible to bear. A lifetime’s training in caution and diplomacy was thrust aside by a mounting tide of anger and frustration.

‘Father, you are not fair! You refuse to tell me what I need to know – and there is no one else that I can ask. What kind of a woman was she? Am I like her at all? Why did she give me up? And now, and now you mean to marry me off. And so far away, you’ll never tell me. I won’t ever . . . you shouldn’t . . . it’s not fair!’

‘You grow hysterical. Go to your room at once.’

‘No!’ Perdita caught hold of his hands as though to wrest sympathy from him by force. ‘No, no! You won’t dismiss me, send me away. You won’t. I won’t go. I shall refuse . . . not marry Mr Nashe . . . I will not . . . be sent away . . . you must speak . . .’

He thrust her away. ‘What’s this? You’re lucky I don’t thrash you for your boldness. You go too far—’

Frightened by the force of her anger and of a feeling, unusual for Perdita, that she was no longer in command of herself, she fell to weeping. Sir Richard remained unmoved.

‘A fine spectacle indeed. Perhaps I have misjudged you and your future lies in the theatre. Women are already appearing on the stage in France and they say the fashion will spread here. Still, if you insist on playing the heartbroken maiden then I suppose I must act the part of the stern father.’ He sighed and walked over to the window and his profile was black against the dusky sky. ‘Silence, girl, you achieve nothing by this wretched display. If I agree the details with Mr Nashe then you will marry him, as well you know. You do not have the stomach for rebellion.’

‘I’ll not be sent away.’ Perdita spoke dully, swallowing her useless tears.

‘No? Some other man has perhaps caught your eye?’

‘No.’

‘I’m glad to hear it. A lot of nonsense is talked these days about love and marriage. Love is a temporary weakness and a marriage needs firm foundations to survive the years.’

‘Then did you never love?’

‘Enough.’

There was a warning growl in his voice; his hand clenched by his side. ‘I’ve been patient with you far too long, God knows. Many a father would have punished you already for such disobedience.’

‘But . . . all I asked . . . I sometimes think you hate me, and all because of her.’

‘This witch again?’ he laughed, a dry, cruel laugh. ‘Or maybe Dorcas’s angel? Well, you can set your mind at rest on that score. She was an ordinary girl enough. You might even say she was – a nobody.’

‘You did not care for her?’

‘How can one care for a nobody? She was an amusement, merely, and one that quickly became a nuisance. As you are doing now.’

The words were spoken with a fierce scorn and yet, suddenly, Perdita’s deep despair was pierced by a ray of hope. Such scorn, verging almost on hatred and after such a long interval of time, could only be caused by feelings that had once been strong, passionate even.

‘You did,’ she breathed, ‘you loved her!’

‘Go!’ His command crashed across the room. ‘You are a witless fool and you deserve to be flogged!’ And now there was nothing studied about his anger: all pretence at indifference had been swept away. He strode over to the door and for a moment Perdita believed he would strike her but instead he flung the door open. ‘Go, and never dare to speak of this again!’

Perdita shivered. She was afraid. And she was triumphant. Some cold hard thing that had encased him, hidden him from her as surely as a suit of armour, had cracked. Not much, to be sure, but just enough to show her that the man who stood before her now, his face ugly with rage, had once been a man capable of pain and love.

She feared his violence, was glad to scurry past him. But even as she escaped she caught a glimpse of his face and saw his eyes, black as midnight, looking through her and beyond with an intensity of pain and something that was deeper than mere rage that quite took her breath away.

She knew now why Kitty feared him. More important, she knew now with an unmovable certainty, as she made her way through the gathering shadows of evening to the warmth and firelight below, that it was her natural mother, this woman long dead, neither witch nor angel but, as her father had said, an ordinary girl, a nobody, who cast a shadow down the years that blocked her father from her still.

Sir Richard Treveryan was still standing at the window when Viney returned and began to move quietly around the room, lighting the candles, attending to the fire. Viney said nothing, for he knew better than to intrude on his master’s brooding silences.

‘The foolish girl is under the impression that I ignore her deliberately,’ Treveryan murmured, almost to himself. He laughed softly. ‘If she only knew how I have to force myself to think of her at all, to be reminded of my duty to her to spend tedious hours with that oaf Nashe.’

Viney grunted, his usual non-committal comment.

‘She even wanted to know about her mother. Her . . . natural mother.’

For the briefest moment Viney paused in his task and a shadow crossed his face. ‘I knew that was who you meant,’ he said, continuing as before.

‘The sins of omission . . .’ Sir Richard sighed, knowing that he had failed in his duty just now, had been too lenient. The young minx had stood before him and defied him and he should have punished her. Yet he had not. And his anger had quickly passed. Envy, that was it. When he saw his daughter, red-faced and afraid in her stupid defiance, he had actually envied her. She was wrong, she was muddle-headed and hysterical, but my God, she still cared.

It made him aware suddenly of the degree to which he had lost the taste for life. He felt old, not in his body, which was an irrelevance, but in his spirit. Never again would he be moved to tears or laughter as she still was. She derived more sweetness from a cup of clear water than he had from the finest wines of France. A glance from the eyes of a strutting youth would fire her more surely than a whole night he might spend with the most dextrous whore. He had no doubt she now believed herself to be in the utmost depths of despair; he even envied her capacity for grief.

Yes, her tantrum had stirred the ashes of a fire long dead. A few false sparks, but no real flame. Strange, he thought, how puny her rebellion seemed. For though he had never made a study of his daughter’s character, he was sure she would prove easy to control. All outward fire, yet despite her brave words she did not have the necessary courage for rebellion.

Unlike her mother. Her mother so apparently dutiful, who had yet scandalised the narrow world she lived in not once, but twice, three times, during her stormy life. Oh, the bitter irony of it.

At moments like this it struck Sir Richard as strange that he could barely remember what Perdita’s mother looked like. There had been no portrait painted; and the mother, with characteristic but surely unintended selflessness, had given him a daughter as near as possible in looks to himself. So much easier to overlook her bastard state.

Perdita, the lost one. Yet not so much lost, he thought, with the merest touch of bitterness, not so much lost as thrown away.

Angel or witch? He frowned. The ashes of the old fire glimmered for a moment, then were dead and grey again. The old riddle no longer even interested him. It had all been so long ago, after all.

The last sunlight of the autumn day gleamed behind the banked-up grey clouds over the King’s palace at Whitehall. A sudden burst of light.

Old wounds ache sometimes with the turn of the seasons, and so it was with him. As summer gave place to the narrowing days of autumn he sometimes felt a sadness, an echo of a grief long gone. He considered it strange that it was at this falling time of year that his thoughts most often drifted back to Cornwall. Autumn, a season of no grace or beauty there. Westerly gales ripped the leaves from the oak woods before they had a chance to colour and the sea mist crept like a white curse up the creeks and hollows of the coast bringing salt aches to young and old alike.

He would never go there again. The fine house that he had built at Trecarne had gone to a Parliament man, and though he pretended regret in his dealings with the King, the truth was he was glad to be free of the burden of it.

Yet sometimes, just sometimes, in his dreams he heard the wind sighing through the Cornish woods again and heard the music of the tides, and then sometimes, in that moment between dreaming and waking, he heard a woman’s voice speak his name with the soft warm voice of the Cornish, and he caught a glimpse of wide grey eyes that gazed on him and seemed to teach the eternity of love . . . and when the image broke and the present claimed him, he knew such a gaping wound of desolation that he felt his heart torn from him once again. And on those days he stepped from sleep to waking with a roar of pain like a man who has glimpsed into the fiery heart of hell itself.

It did not last, of course. In this life nothing lasted, and as for the next, well, he hardly cared. Old men do not grieve for the pretty faces of their youth. The illusions, the whole trickery of passion. He had been wrong to envy Perdita just now, still living in her dream.

Angel or witch? He laughed again. An ordinary girl, a nobody. And yet for a few brief months she had been his whole world. His whole world and – an illusion. The final irony of it was, of course, that she had not cared for him at all.

Margaret . . .

Mistress Hollar . . .

His own sweet Meg . . .


Part 1

Cornwall, 1630
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The September hedgerows were drenched with dew as the three children trudged down the narrow track that led from their home to Porthew. The sun was not yet risen and the early air was chill. Little Tom, tumbled too soon from his bed, fretted to be allowed to ride the horse.


‘There’s room for me,’ he whined, ‘I could fit beside the baskets.’


‘On the way home, Tom, when she’s not so laden. Juno will be tired if she has too much to carry.’


‘I’m tired now,’ he said, ‘I’m very tired.’ He directed his appeal to Margaret, the elder of his two sisters, whom he rightly considered the more pliable.


‘No you’re not,’ said Lizzie crossly, for she too found the walk to Porthew tiring and did not like to be up early, ‘you’re just lazy.’


Juno, a place on whose scrawny back was so ardently desired by Tom, followed at a little distance, picking her way daintily between the jagged stones of the lane. She was an unlikely animal to share the name of the queen of the gods. Thin and ungainly, with a large head and narrow shoulders, she had a coat of a sickly yellowish colour, rough and patchy. But she was patient and hard-working and Margaret loved her as she loved all their animals. Their farm was probably the only one in Cornwall to be populated almost entirely by the gods and heroes of ancient Greece and Rome. She had not, however, named the five roosters, anguished prisoners in their bouncing willow basket which was attached to the saddle with a stout cord. Their brief destiny was to be slaughtered. Hard enough to part with them as it was – if they had been named, the task might have proved impossible.


Tom was persistent. ‘She’s looking at me, Mattie,’ he wheedled, ‘she’s lonely. She wants me to ride her, I can tell. Please let me ride her. I’m so very small.’


Margaret laughed. ‘Small, is it? A great stout boy like you with half a loaf inside you already today? Here, I’ll carry you to the top of the hill and from there it’s all the way down to Porthew. Oof, what a great lump you are.’


‘He can walk, Mattie, you shouldn’t spoil him so.’


‘Oh, you’re just as bad, you know you are.’


And Tom, who had long been convinced that the kind Lord God and Jesus Ahsaver had granted him two wonderful big sisters so that his every slightest whim should be instantly gratified, crowed and bounced on his lofty perch astride Margaret’s shoulders: she was tall and strong and did not mind at all.


‘Look, look! Over there! I can see a hare!’ And pulling back an imaginary bow he blew the sound of a whistling arrow. ‘Tew! I killed it.’


‘Poor hare, leave it in peace.’


‘I killed it!’


And then the sun came up: and a thousand cobwebs sparkled with dew on either side of the track and a lark rose up singing into the pale blue air above them.


Margaret beamed with the day. ‘Did you ever see such a morning, Lizzie?’


‘You say that every time,’ said Lizzie, touching a hand to the new ribbons in her hair: more absorbed by her own prettiness than the beauty of the morning.


They reached the top of the hill.


‘Down you get now, Tom. Look, there’s Porthew.’


The bay was shimmering in the morning sunlight and from the town came the sound of church bells ringing. They could see the church, and boats in the harbour and little groups of people, some on foot and some on horseback and a few in jolting two-wheeled carts, converging on the town. The high day of all the year: St Ewan’s Feast Day.


Tom, briefly, was silenced. Lizzie squealed with delight. Margaret thought with satisfaction of the carefully packed panniers – the brown eggs in their bed of hay, the butter wrapped in fresh green leaves, the round ripe apples and the jars of pickled samphire. No day in all the year to compare with this one.


Tom found his voice with renewed vigour. ‘Will there be a dancing bear? Can I eat whatever I like? Will I go in a boat? Can I—?’


‘For mercy’s sake, what a nuisance the boy is,’ said Lizzie, ‘he’ll be hanging on our skirts all day. We should have left him at home.’


‘Never mind,’ said Margaret, ‘when we’ve given the roosters away we can put him in their basket and shut the lid down and leave him ‘til we’re ready.’


‘You won’t, you won’t.’ Tom was skipping on ahead. Suddenly he sat down in the middle of the path and began tugging at his shoe.


‘Whatever are you doing?’


‘It hurts my foot. I don’t like shoes.’


‘You’re never thinking of going barefoot?’


‘I like bare feet best.’


‘At home maybe, but not today.’


‘Whatever will people think?’


‘They’ll take you for a beggar boy.’


The two girls whirled about his head in a flurry of outraged propriety: a stone was removed from the troublesome shoe, soft hay from the egg basket was squeezed in to prevent blisters, he was stood up, dusted down and set on his way once more.


They could hear the sounds of cock crows and dogs barking across the valley, gulls calling in the harbour.


In her excitement Lizzie forgot that she had woken too early and that her legs were tired already. ‘Lord, I’m so excited! Mattie, you’ve forgot your collar.’


‘And so I had.’ Margaret pulled from her sleeve a carefully folded collar of white linen which she had put there for safety while she saw to the first before-dawn chores. She spread it across her shoulders while Lizzie smoothed and fussed and tucked.


‘Pull your hair over it – so. Now no one can see the burn mark, it’s good as new. There now, don’t you look grand!’


Margaret’s old dress of grey wool was transformed by the wide white collar. She laughed with delight at her own grandeur.


‘I feel like gentry,’ she said.


Lizzie patted the new blue ribbons that fluttered in her chestnut curls. ‘And I feel like a queen!’ she declared.


Tom, catching their excitement, danced around them, his long curls whirling. ‘And I’m a king!’ he babbled. ‘King of Kings, God save King Charles! Kingy, kingy—’


‘Lord save the child, will he never stop his babbling?’


‘Come on, let’s run. I see Ambrose watching for us.’


‘Giddy up, Juno, we’ll miss the fair.’


‘The fair, the fair!’ And, wild with excitement, Tom careered off down the hill faster than his fat legs could scamper and he would have fallen headlong had not his two sisters caught him by the arms and whirled him along between them as they laughed and panted and raced to join the other country folk converging on Porthew for St Ewan’s Feast Day.


Ambrose Treloar looked up from the axle he was mending and caught sight of the three figures tumbling towards him down the bracken-green hillside. He grinned. He had been watching for them since first light and now he raised a hand in greeting.


There was Tom, small and fat and squealing with pleasure, for his feet scarcely touched the ground in his giddy descent; and Lizzie, so neat and dainty with her pretty face and her tumbling chestnut curls. But it was on Margaret that his gaze lingered: Margaret so tall and strong and capable, with her wide smile and her grey eyes and that hair the colour of ripe corn, fair hair that was so uncommon in these Celtic parts. She had it from her mother, he knew, her mother from God knows where.


Ambrose watched Margaret as she ran down the hillside and he forgot the axle he was mending, forgot the farmer waiting by the roadside.


Some folk around here were suspicious of Margaret Pearce for her foreign mother, he knew that. Not that he was the sort to be bothered by a spot of gossip, not Ambrose. For after all, her father was a cousin to his mother so she was family on her father’s side at least. His mother, he knew, favoured Lizzie as a possible wife for him. Lizzie had the good fortune to be Cornish on both sides.


For the two girls, so little alike in looks, were only recently sisters, not proper sisters at all. A few years back Lizzie’s mother (recently widowed) had married Margaret’s father (whose wife had just died). And then Tom was born, a brother to them both. And they were fonder of each other than any real sisters that he knew.


Ambrose pondered slowly the problems and complications of kinship and love – and the axle cooled on the anvil and he had to thrust it back in the fire to heat again. He worked slowly enough even when not distracted by the sight of two pretty girls running down the hillside towards him on a fair-day morning, and the farmer waiting outside in the early sunshine was impatient to be on his way. A year ago he would no doubt have scolded Ambrose and chivvied him to work faster; but it would be a reckless man who chose to scold Ambrose Treloar these days.


Although he was not yet grown to his full strength, the youth was already a good head taller than any other man in the district – and he was reputed to have the strength of three.


The old folk, those who could remember back to Elizabeth’s reign, were already declaring that the lad was likely to be a match to his grandfather, that mighty Walter Treloar whose feats of strength had passed into the annals of local folklore, a man who could flex a bow no other man could bend. And each year people still talked of the time when a crazed ox had broken loose on St Ewan’s Day and roared through the crowd, scattering terrified people and animals like skittles. Only Walter stood his ground and laughed (so it was said), strode over to the maddened beast, lifted it high into the air and carried it through the empty street and back to the shambles yard. There he dropped it and, for good measure, struck it a powerful blow between the eyes to teach it some sense. One old lady and an infant were killed by the animal’s charge but the ox, so they said, was meek as a maid from that day forward.


Ambrose knew the story well. In recent months he had been inclined to resent his grandfather’s fame. It was time for the present young Treloar to make his mark. He nursed a secret hope that today a crazed beast might once again break loose and cause havoc among the fair-day crowds. He did not doubt that he could master a charging ox or bull. And Margaret would surely be impressed.


In all his dreams of strength and daring it was Margaret who stood witness to his triumph. And in his favourite imaginings, the ones which brought a broad smile of satisfaction to his face as he beat the white-hot iron to shape on his anvil, it was Margaret herself whom he rescued, and her wide grey eyes looked up at him, subdued at last by gratitude and love.


‘Mother sent you this butter, Mistress Treloar,’ said Margaret, unpacking the panniers carefully, ‘and here’s cheese . . . and you’re to have two of the roosters too: they’re young birds and will make good eating.’


Mistress Treloar watched eagerly and tried to peer into the baskets to see if there were any special treats that she was being denied. When she was certain that no more gifts were being offered she said, ‘My thanks to your mother, Margaret, she’s always good to remember her friends. And I trust she is keeping well.’


‘Well enough, though as you know she suffers from rheumatics and cannot get about much.’


‘We all have our trials, I’m sure. Now just you tether your horse here while you go into town and I’ll see she comes to no harm. Come on into the kitchen and I’ll give you all something to eat. Ambrose, you see to those roosters.’


Margaret hesitated for a moment before sliding her hand under the lid of the willow basket and removing first one outraged rooster, then a second, and handing them both to Ambrose. As he took them from her they appeared to grow smaller, for his huge hands enclosed them so easily they might have been no more than sparrows. He swung them both in the air and tilted back his head to watch them and his ginger hair was flecked gold in the early rays of the sun. For the briefest moment he released them, one after the other, and then, just as the birds tasted freedom, with a twist of his massive hands he broke their necks and their heads hung limp while their wings still beat a forgotten rhythm of escape.


It was quickly done, and cleanly, so Margaret could not explain why her stomach should heave at the sight of the killing. Afterwards she thought that her revulsion had been caused not so much by the death, which she knew to be necessary, but more by the smile of pleasure on Ambrose’s broad face as the job was done.


Fortified by the bread and small beer that Mistress Treloar had given them, Tom and his sisters went back to the forge beside the house to talk with Ambrose before walking the last quarter mile into Porthew. The forge was open to the road at the front and it was pleasant to sit there with the sun warming their faces and to watch the little groups of people who made their way along the road to the fair. Almost all were friends, relatives or acquaintances and they exchanged greetings with the easy friendliness of a high day and holiday.


Ambrose was shaping a bar of metal into a meat hook and Tom watched fascinated, silenced for a moment as the hammer struck the metal and the sparks flew up into the black roof of the smithy. Ambrose worked with a slow rhythm and wished that it was Margaret, not Lizzie, who turned her head so often to look with admiration on his work.


‘Don’t you miss the wrestling, this afternoon,’ his deep voice rang out over the sound of the hammer blows.


‘Will you take part?’


‘Indeed I shall. They say Robert Trelyn of Helston will come; no one has beaten him in more than six years. Not until today.’


‘And can you beat him now, Ambrose?’ Lizzie dimpled him her prettiest smile.


‘Easily. I can beat anyone now.’ And he picked up the cooling bar and bent it to shape with his leather-gloved hands. Tom plugged his thumb into his mouth: such visible excess of strength was almost too thrilling.


‘And you must see the play, then, Ambrose,’ said Lizzie. ‘Did you know that Mattie has a special part?’


‘What’s that, then?’


‘Quiet, Lizzie, I’m sure he isn’t interested in my speechifying.’


‘Of course he is. You know, Ambrose, don’t you, that Sir John Sutton has recently wed for the second time?’


‘Everybody knows that.’


‘Well then, Parson Weaver thought it would be a fine thing to add a piece into the play in praise of love and marriage and all that sort of foolishness. And as a compliment to Sir John, seeing as he’s such an educated man, Parson thought to put the speech into Latin. So of course it had to be Mattie to say it since she’s such a fine clever girl and speaks Latin as if she was born a Roman.’


‘Latin, eh?’ Ambrose scowled. ‘No need for that, is there?’


‘It was meant as a compliment, Ambrose, to Sir John and his new wife.’ Margaret explained the reasons to him carefully, as she always did. And as always Ambrose only grew the angrier.


‘I don’t hold with Latin, not at all. Damned papist language. I’ve got no time for it. Leave that for the monkey-gibbering Catholics, that’s what I say.’


‘But Ambrose, it isn’t just Catholics. The Romans were speaking in Latin long before Catholics were even thought of.’


‘Heathen then. Damned heathen language.’ Ambrose’s anger was not soothed by Margaret’s defence of Latin. She was mocking him, he was sure of it, just as she had mocked him in Dame Erisey’s little school when he was a hulking great lad and she was a tiny girl and he could make no sense at all of the scribbles on paper that she deciphered so easily. And still she made him feel like a foolish child, for all that he was taller than her by far and he could have picked her up and lifted her from the ground just by reaching out one strong hand. As always his anger found a physical expression and he lifted the meat hook he had been shaping, now cooled nearly to full strength, and bent it back to straight again. The bar snapped and he threw it into a corner in disgust.


Tom, hearing distant noise, jumped down from his stool and ran out into the road.


‘Horses!’ he shouted. ‘Lots of horses coming! I can see them! And fine riders too!’


Margaret, whose eyes were better able to make out the printed page by candlelight than anything at a distance, could see nothing but a blur of dust, but Lizzie distinguished the riders quite easily.


At the front of the party was a laughing, good-looking youth wearing a large cocked hat and fine clothes. About six or seven gentlemen and ladies followed him, all equally resplendent in their fair-day finery and riding horses as different from the proudly named Juno as a sleek greyhound is from a farmyard cur. Following them at a respectful distance came half a dozen serving-men, some on ponies and some running to keep up as best they could.


‘It’s the Suttons!’


The girls jumped to their feet and prepared to curtsy as they had been taught, for after all, the Suttons owned most of the land around Porthew, their own small farm included.


Lizzie curtsied her deepest for the good-looking Nicolas Sutton who rode at the head of the party, but he ignored them, kicking his horse into a canter with a jingle of spurs and harness which flashed and shivered in the bright sunshine.


‘Good day, Treloar,’ Sir John Sutton shouted as he passed and Mistress Treloar ran round from their house and dropped a curtsy so deep and unaccustomed that it was only with the greatest difficulty that she managed to stand again when they had passed.


‘Oh fiddle it,’ she wheezed, brushing the dust from her skirts, ‘and I never properly saw the new Lady Sutton. That must be her on the bay mare.’


‘You’ll see her later on at the fair.’


‘But then everyone will have seen her and I wanted to be the first.’


They watched as the little group of riders clattered down the road to Porthew, horseshoes winking sunlight as they kicked up the dust. And the scent of oiled leather, horses and fine velvets lingered even when the sound of the jingling harnesses had faded completely.


‘And hasn’t Nicolas Sutton grown handsome,’ gasped Lizzie. ‘Did you ever see such a hat as the one he was wearing? Oh, wouldn’t I give my eyes to wear such fine clothes as they have,’ and she touched her new blue hair ribbons, a little wistfully, now that their splendour had been eclipsed by so much greater finery.


‘He’s just back from the university,’ said Mistress Treloar, ‘and none too pleased with his father’s marriage either, so I’m told.’


‘He’ll be looking to his own marriage soon enough,’ said Ambrose gruffly. He resented the attention squandered on those gaudy weaklings. In his view size and strength were the only standards by which men should be judged. ‘And a nice rich wife is being found for him at this very moment,’ and he poked Lizzie playfully in the ribs.


‘I can’t see why he should want a rich wife,’ said Lizzie, still petulant although her spirits were somewhat restored by his teasing, ‘he has plenty of money already. There should be a law passed that people with the money should have to marry those who haven’t any. It would be better spread.’


‘What nonsense you do talk,’ said Margaret; ‘money isn’t butter to be spread about the place. Come along, we should be on our way. We’ve calls to make yet and I must see Parson about the verses.’


‘Are you coming to the play, Mistress Treloar? Mattie is speaking, you know.’ For Lizzie was proud of her educated sister.


‘Yes, Latin,’ said Tom. ‘She’s speaking lots of Latin.’ Though for him, ‘Latin’ covered any language he could not understand, including the Cornish that was still spoken among some of the more isolated families in that western part of the county.


‘Well, maybe. We shall see.’ Mistress Treloar was profoundly suspicious of Margaret’s unnatural learning. It would bring the girl to a bad end, she was sure: no one ever heard of a learned woman but there was trouble there soon enough.


‘I’ll be along later,’ said Ambrose. ‘Just as soon as Father comes back to mind the forge. You can wish me luck for the fight.’


‘Luck?’ Lizzie was scornful. ‘You don’t need luck, Ambrose Treloar, it’s those other poor fellows who’ll need the luck if they are to stay on their feet for as long as it takes to say a quick prayer. But we’ll be there to cheer you in your victory.’


‘A fine girl Lizzie’s grown to be,’ said Mistress Treloar as she stood behind her son at the entrance to the smithy and watched the three children set off down the road to Porthew. ‘A fine girl indeed. Lively and cheerful, but sensible too. She’ll make a good wife for the right man some day.’ And she looked hopefully up at her son. But his thoughts were all of Margaret, and the wrestling match that afternoon, and his mother’s words did not register with him at all.


Porthew greeted them with the rich smells of fish and tar, salt and decay; the raucous cries of the gulls and the soft rhythm of a September sea; voices raised in laughter, argument or song; the jostling of people and animals. There were traders and pedlars and men looking for work, wandering Irish and sailors from foreign ports, Bretons, Picards and Walloons. There were animals being bought and sold and a few being killed slowly for entertainment. But above all there was gossip. Gossip rich and heady as a hot spiced wine, each teller adding fresh seasoning to the story as they passed it on, moral or caution, scandal or commiseration, as seemed fit.


Margaret and Lizzie took a rooster and three cheeses to Joan Dawkins the fishwife and received in return a quantity of smoked pilchards and the news that Sir John Sutton’s new wife was old and poor and must have married him by trickery. From Dame Treworgie (a jar of pickled samphire and two dozen eggs) they learned that the new Lady Sutton had achieved her married state by devious witchcraft and that she was now intent on murdering the poor man by the same fiendish means. Already – and Dame Treworgie had this for a fact, might God strike her blind if she told them a lie – Sir John was in the early stages of a wasting disease which the doctors could not understand at all and which was sure to kill him by Christmas. But from Mistress Calwodely, Aunt Jane to Lizzie since she was sister to her mother’s father, to whom they gave soft cheeses for her toothless mouth, eggs and apples for baking, and who gave them in return three pairs of fine knitted stockings to keep out the winter cold, they heard that far from being tricked, or bewitched, Sir John had chosen his second wife most cleverly. For by marrying the mother he hoped to control the son, rival in love to his own handsome Nicolas. And the disputed prize was Miss Alice Laniver, long known to have favoured Lady Sutton’s son, but now certain to marry young Nicolas as his father had planned.


And along the way they learned that young Jane Penhallick’s baby had fallen down a well and drowned and she was out of her wits with grief (‘Poor girl and she was such a good mother too’) or from others that the same Jane Penhallick had long believed the child to be a changeling, not hers at all, and the tortured belief festered and grew until in a moment of loathing she had thrown the unfortunate infant to his death (‘And now she raves all day because the little people have put a curse upon her for harming one of their own’). And they learned too that Robert Pascoe, who was famous throughout the district for his cruel treatment of his mother, had been visited on the anniversary of his father’s death by an apparition (‘His father for sure’) and though no one was exactly sure what passed between them, from that moment to this he had treated his mother like a queen. But the truly amazing thing was that his hair, that thick mane of chestnut hair, had turned white as sea-foam in the night.


And so, amid scandal and gifts and laughter, the freshness of the bright September morning mellowed into the warmth of a fine noonday.


Their duty visits accomplished, the three children made their way to the top of the town and the back door of the draper’s shop where they were warmly greeted by a girl a little older than Margaret.


‘Wherever have you been, Mattie? I’ve been watching for you all morning. Hello, Tom – my heavens, what a big fellow you are growing. Good day, Lizzie – come in all of you, come in.’


Meredith Hocken was a sturdily built girl with thin mousy curls and a pale moon of a face that would have been plain but for the expression, both mischievous and lazily sensual, that animated it. She had been Margaret’s closest friend since their early meeting at Dame Erisey’s little school.


‘It’s not like you to be indoors on a fair day.’ Margaret set her basket down on the kitchen table. ‘Is anything wrong?’


‘Yes. No. Come in and sit down. I’ve been bursting to tell you all morning.’


‘If it’s about the new Lady Sutton then I’ve heard it already. And poor Jane Penhallick’s baby too.’


‘And about Robert Pascoe,’ Lizzie chipped in. ‘Do you really believe his father came to scold him from the dead? Or was it perhaps a dream?’


Meredith was scornful. ‘Whoever heard of a dream make a man’s hair change colour in a night? White it is, pure white. You should see it. And the look in his eyes makes you want to run away home and bolt the door behind you.’


‘Then what is it? You almost look as if you had seen a ghost yourself.’


‘I’m hungry,’ said Tom, his head whizzing with the gossip which had galloped far beyond his comprehension. ‘You must fetch me something to eat.’


His sisters were scandalised.


‘Where are your manners?’


‘What kind of way is that to speak?’


Tom was unmoved. ‘You said Merry would feed me. You promised me she would.’


‘Don’t scold the boy,’ said Merry. ‘I’ll forget to breathe next. I’ve pie and everything all ready for you.’


The table was laid with a fine crusty pie, fresh green salad and cheeses and a pitcher of milk. Since Merry was well known for her lackadaisical housekeeping, Margaret was surprised to see her fussing to do all properly. And there was a troubled expression in her normally languid eyes.


‘Well, Merry,’ asked Margaret, when at last all the dishes were set to her satisfaction and Tom’s mouth was crammed so full of food he was unable to speak, even if he had wanted to, ‘what is your news? Is your mother worse?’


‘She’s well enough, though she still takes Father’s death hard. I hear her sometimes in the night . . . but now . . .’ and she glanced towards the door that led from the kitchen to the shop at the front of the house, ‘now he’s come.’


‘Who?’


‘My cousin William. He arrived from Fowey late last night. I told you we had word that he was coming and we’ve been expecting him all week. And now he’s here—’


‘Oh, Merry—’


Margaret and Lizzie both leant forward to hear more of this newcomer and, like Merry, they glanced anxiously at the heavy oak door.


‘What is he like?’


‘You’ll see for yourselves soon enough.’ Merry spoke in a whisper. ‘He’s the most handsome man you ever did see,’ and her eyes sparkled.


‘Really?’ Lizzie patted her hair. ‘More handsome than Nicolas Sutton? We saw him this morning, you know.’


‘Tch!’ From Merry’s look of contempt one would have thought Nicolas Sutton a mere serving-boy. ‘Far more handsome. And what’s more, Mother is determined that he should stay and care for the shop. She’s in there with him now, explaining it all – or as much as she understands herself, poor thing. They’ve been closeted in the shop since dawn.’


‘But when did he arrive?’


‘Towards midnight. I thought he’d be tired after all his travelling but he hardly slept at all. And he eats no more than a sparrow and looks at the food as if he wouldn’t give it to a dog.’


‘And do you think he will stay?’


Merry smiled, the slow lazy smile that caused so many of the young men in the neighbourhood to overlook her plainness and her lack of housekeeping skills and come courting by her garden gate on the long summer evenings. ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘I certainly hope so, for I know Mother and I are hopeless managers and must find someone. But I can tell you this much for certain, if he does come to live here then all the girls for miles around will want to be my friend for he is the handsomest man you ever did see.’


Tom’s eyes were glazed with over-eating and the three girls were chattering and laughing like finches in a wicker cage when the heavy oak door which led from the kitchen to the shop finally opened and yielded up its secret.


Mistress Hocken came in first. A short, stout woman, suffering now from shortness of breath and vague pains in her legs and head, the recent loss of her husband had left her more perplexed than grieving. Clearly her morning had been taxing for the poor woman; she had the blind look of someone who has been attempting to explain matters quite beyond their comprehension.


But no one was watching Mistress Hocken. Lizzie, forgetting manners, craned her head to see the figure standing in the shadows behind her. Margaret quickly brushed a few stray crumbs of pastry from Tom’s fat cheeks. Merry adjusted the position of her plate.


‘Margaret, Lizzie,’ Mistress Hocken wheezed a greeting, ‘and little Tom too. Merry has taken care of you, I’m glad to see. And now, this is my nephew, Mr William Hollar, my poor dead husband’s sister’s boy.’


Ducking his head to avoid the granite lintel, the young man stepped from the shadows into the brightness of the kitchen. He was, without doubt, the handsomest man Lizzie or Margaret had ever seen. Slightly above medium height and slimly built, he had hair the colour of dark honey and his eyes were violet blue as a summer twilight. His features were classically formed: straight nose, well-set mouth and chin. Seeing William Hollar for the first time, framed in the low doorway of Master Hocken’s shop, Margaret understood at once how the Trojan hero Aeneas looked when he stepped ashore at Carthage, and why he won the heart of Dido.


Merry jumped to her feet. ‘Cousin William, these are our good friends, Margaret and Lizzie Pearce from Conwinnion. And Tom too, of course. They are here for the fair.’


The violet-blue eyes rested briefly on their faces. ‘I am delighted to make your acquaintance,’ he said and his voice rippled soft as a breeze, and he inclined his head, and then, as though it was something he had forgotten to do earlier, he smiled.


There was an awkward silence. Somehow his presence had damped the laughter and the easy talk, but the girls were inclined to be forgiving. Gazing at those miraculous eyes, Lizzie wondered if he was married already (Merry had been strangely uncertain on this crucial point) and if not, whether brown curls (with new blue ribbons) and a cheerful disposition were perhaps what he looked for in a wife. Margaret noticed the fine linen at his throat and wrists and the elegant cut of his clothes. Tom alone was unmoved by the stranger’s appearance: he was considering whether perhaps the last piece of pie might have been a mistake.


Merry, normally so outspoken, was temporarily numbed to silence by her handsome cousin. Margaret, who liked people too much ever to be ill at ease, said, ‘I understand you came from Fowey last night. Did you have a good journey?’


‘It was tolerable. I have been obliged to travel a good deal and it is always a tiresome business.’


As none of his companions had ever ventured further than Helston, the subject of travel was not one on which they felt inspired to contribute.


‘It must be tedious, I’m sure,’ said Lizzie, smiling prettily as she spoke, ‘all that dreadful bumping around on horseback and those rough roads. Quite dreadful.’


Silence. Then, ‘I came by sea.’


Another silence.


Mistress Hocken stared at the pie in a puzzled way, as though she had not altogether expected to see it placed on her table. ‘Can I fetch you girls more to eat?’ she asked. ‘William, perhaps you are hungry now?’


‘No, ma’am. My needs are very frugal.’


‘And we’ve had more than enough,’ said Lizzie. ‘Tom’s fit to burst his buttons as it is.’ And she poked his taut stomach causing him to grunt as though in sudden pain.


‘Merry has the things that Mother sent,’ said Margaret, ‘and now we’d best be on our way. I must see Parson – and Tom here wants to see everything.’


Lizzie stood up. ‘You must come to the play this afternoon, Mr Hollar,’ she said. ‘Our Mattie is taking a special part. A Latin one.’ There was a trace of hurt pride in her voice: already the handsome stranger had made her feel defensive, somehow ashamed of their little world, although she would have found it hard to say exactly why.


This time his courteous smile held a trace of a sneer. ‘I fear I shall probably have to forgo that pleasure.’


‘No matter,’ said Margaret easily, and then to her friend, ‘Will you come with us now, Merry?’


‘Later. I shall catch you up at the play.’


‘And don’t forget the wrestling,’ said Lizzie, ‘Ambrose is to take on all comers and prove himself the strongest.’


Merry promised she would be with them as soon as she had cleared away – an unheard-of preliminary, normally – and Margaret, Lizzie and Tom were free to escape down the passage beside the house and into the warm sunshine of the street. For some reason they felt light-hearted, as if just released from school, and with a common instinct they skipped and ran down to the harbour, pausing only when the draper’s house was out of sight. Panting and laughing they pronounced their complex verdict on the newly arrived Mr Hollar.


‘Did you ever see such a proud man?’ queried Lizzie.


‘Can he really be Merry’s cousin?’


‘With such grand clothes I’m sure he thinks he’s a gentleman.’


‘And handsome – oh!’


‘He didn’t eat the pie,’ said Tom.


‘Perhaps,’ said Margaret, after careful consideration, ‘perhaps upcountry people are always like that when you meet them first. I daresay we’ll find him friendly enough when we know him better.’


Mr William Hollar, newly arrived from Leyden by way of Plymouth and Fowey, retired to his bedroom, the very best in the house, and contemplated the events of the past twelve hours. As so often, his disdain just now had been part genuine, part mask to hide his deep unease. These simple country people brought back all too vivid memories of his own family, the parents he had been so eager to leave when hardly more than a boy. He despised his aunt with her idiot complaining, and his cousin Merry’s slovenly ways nauseated him. He had noticed Margaret’s old dress of coarse grey wool, and the brown marks on her collar where the iron had burnt it. And that other girl, thinking herself so fine with a few cheap ribbons in her hair.


Yes, his contempt was genuine enough. But yet . . . but yet . . . there was envy too. There was a freedom in their ways, for all that they were ignorant and ridiculous. That fair-haired girl had looked at him with such candour in her eyes . . . and William, whose whole life had been a secret, a hiding-away of truth, could only recognise, and envy, what he might never hope to attain.


He paced his bedroom restlessly. (Laughable to call this a best bedroom when he could scarce stand straight anywhere but plumb in the middle of it and there was dust and odour everywhere.) He sat down on the bed, his aunt’s marriage bed: it was hard and bulging and smelled of things not fresh. The sheets were so worn and discoloured with age he would not have expected a serving-boy to suffer them.


His fastidiousness, the superiority it implied, pleased him. But then he frowned. He had been too formal in his manner with those girls just now, he knew that. It was essential to make a good impression. If he decided to stay he must endeavour to win the respect of these West Cornwall rustics. Perhaps even their liking. If he decided to stay . . .


Sighing, he stood up and went to the casement window and, with difficulty, opened it. The noise and bustle of the fair rose up from the street below.


A party of gypsies clattered down the street on their piebald ponies. Pedlars and higglers with their weather-wrinkled faces, shouted and joked and argued with the passersby. From the open ground behind the shambles he could hear the roar of the bull-baiting. It was a thriving, complex world – and he alone knew none of it.


But if he stayed . . . All his adult life – and he was nearing thirty though strangers often took him for ten years younger – he had been a wanderer, with no place to call his own; an outsider. This past winter he had spent in Paris had been hard, so hard that he shrank from the memory of it, and since then, for the first time, he knew the lure of the settled life. He hungered for respectability. He yearned to walk down a familiar street and be greeted with deference by the passersby. ‘Good day, Mr Hollar, how goes it with you this fine morning?’ ‘Well, thank you, and is your wife’s toothache better today?’ These tokens of common respect that other people took for granted were a prize worth the seeking indeed. He wanted, in effect, just such a life as his aunt was offering.


When her letter had reached him in Leyden he thought at first that a forgiving God had heard his anguished prayers. But now that the prospect was fleshed out, real people in an all too real community and nothing at all like the idyllic Porthew of his imaginings, now his doubts were vivid enough.


Such a narrow, squalid little world. To think that this house was considered one of the finest in Porthew, though to him it was little better than a hovel. He could well imagine the gossip that was the life-blood of this town, and the endless dull stories; who has said this and done that, babies and death and copulation, the animal sequence of life in this forgotten backwater . . . he must be insane even to consider staying. There was a physical revulsion that rose in his throat like a sickness: he was a proud free creature who fears the trap’s cruel teeth – but who is yet too famished to resist the bait.


Enough, he told himself, enough. No decision need be made at once. And in the meantime he would do well to smooth the way should he decide to make his home here. He had been awkward and proud this morning, but he could put that to rights soon enough. This afternoon the people of Porthew would discover that the stranger who had arrived in their midst last night was a man they could respect. And maybe even like.


And he knew that he was lucky (that forgiving God again?) to fetch up in a place so remote that he was, as yet, unknown.


Towards noon there was a new rumour to spice the gossip of that Porthew Feast Day. Margaret and Lizzie first heard it when they were sitting on the harbour wall eating hazelnuts while Tom aimed the shells at the strutting gulls on the shingle below. Soon he grew restive.


‘I want to see some more.’ He tugged at Margaret’s skirt. ‘Let’s go and see some more.’


‘Later, Tom, there’s plenty of time.’


‘I want to go now.’


‘You stay right here with us,’ said Lizzie.


Made mutinous by the excitement of the day, Tom began to wander off.


‘Come back here at once,’ shouted Margaret. ‘If you don’t stay close by Lizzie and me then the gypsies will get you. I’ve seen them in town already and they are looking for little boys like you to eat for their dinners.’


Tom bounced back to his sisters’ sides while they, oblivious to the danger he was in, continued to crack nuts and exchange greetings with the passersby. He watched wide eyed as a group of tinners from the north of the county walked past arguing drunkenly. They were a fearsome lot with their rough clothes and their underground, moldewarp faces. Were they, he wondered, the children-eating gypsies? He wrapped a cautious arm about Lizzie’s knee. And watched.


A stout fishwife sauntered by.


‘Good day, Lizzie, Margaret. Hello, young Tom. Did you hear that Mistress Hocken’s nephew has arrived from Fowey?’


‘Indeed we have. And what’s more, we met him just now.’ (It was largely to spread their information that the girls had chosen the strategic point on that harbour wall.) ‘A fine-looking man he is, but very proud.’


‘Do you think he will stay to look after the shop?’


‘He’s not yet made up his mind. But I know they are hoping he will stay.’


The fishwife shook her head. ‘Poor Mistress Hocken, she has never been the same since her poor husband died. She took it very hard. Can’t seem to manage at all.’ And the fishwife, who had buried three husbands and grown richer and jollier with each passing funeral, shook her head pityingly. Tom watched her wobbling chins with fascination.


‘It will be a relief to them to have a man about the place again, I’m sure,’ said Margaret.


‘And there’s another newcomer in town today by all accounts,’ said the fishwife in a low voice.


‘And who might that be?’


She laid her fishbasket on the wall. ‘The son to the new Mistress Sutton. The lady as married Sir John in such a hurry last month. A strange business, that was.’


Lizzie was full of interest. ‘What do they say about him?’


‘Nothing good that I’ve heard. His family had land up Bodmin way but it’s all gone now. They’ve still one or two farms near here but they will probably have to be sold too. A most unlucky family by the sound of it.’


‘And the son is here today?’


‘Perhaps we saw him, Lizzie, with the Suttons when they came past Ambrose’s forge.’


Lizzie frowned, trying to remember, but, ‘I’m sure I would have noticed him,’ she said at length.


Their next informant was more helpful. Joan Treworgie, daughter of Dame Treworgie to whom they had given the eggs and pickled samphire earlier that morning, had worked at the Suttons’ home at Rossmere since she was hardly more than a child and she knew the family as only a servant can, that is, in intimate though often erratic detail.


‘He arrived last week from the university,’ she said, her voice heavy with disapproval, ‘and there’s been nothing but trouble ever since. He is in a fit of rage about his mother’s marriage and she’s at her wits’ end to know what to do with him. Sir John would turn him out of doors if he could. The only time there is peace in the house is when he’s out riding or hawking, which mercifully is often enough.’


‘How dreadful.’ But even as she spoke Lizzie craned her neck for a glimpse of this scoundrel in the crowd.


‘And of course he has no money at all. His father was a madman who threw all his money away. Or drank it all. Not that the son cares a fig for that. Spends all his time in the stables or the mews and acts more like a hireling than a gentleman who has been to university – a scandal for a respectable family, that’s what it is.’


It was not long before they met the young gentleman who was causing such upset at Rossmere. A little before noon Nicolas Sutton stepped out of the ale-house with a dark-haired youth about his own age and, noticing one of his father’s serving-women talking with two pretty girls, he strolled over to be introduced.


Medium height, with brown curling hair and amiable features, Nicolas Sutton had the easy charm of a young gentleman who knows himself to be handsome – and a good deal wealthier than any of his neighbours.


‘Good day to you, Joan. Are you going to introduce me to your friends?’ Since his years at the university, little remained of his Cornish inflexions and Margaret and Lizzie wondered at the flat drawl of his voice.


Joan introduced them with the minimum of ceremony and Lizzie, whose dealings with good-looking young gentlemen had been meagre enough until now, flushed and giggled and leaned against her sister for reassurance.


‘Delighted, ladies, to make your acquaintance,’ and he bowed, with an exaggerated flourish of his plumed hat. ‘And this is my old friend and brother of a month, Richard Treveryan, an ill-humoured and disagreeable fellow, but we hope to teach him better manners by and by.’


His companion grinned broadly at this unflattering description, but Lizzie was unable to hide her surprise.


‘Why, I thought—’ she began, and then broke off, flushing deeper than ever before. She had been on the point of saying that she had taken him to be Sutton’s serving-man, or groom, rather than his friend, for he was dressed in the leather jerkin and coarse linen of a countryman. He was taller than Nicolas, thin and muscular, with gaunt uneven features and rough dark hair – a raven to his friend’s well-groomed peacock. He sketched the trace of a bow and Lizzie recovered herself.


‘Why, I did not think you would be so tall,’ she said stoutly, ‘for your mother, I believe, is quite a little lady.’


He shrugged. ‘You have been misinformed. She is generally considered to be uncommon tall.’ And with that he appeared to lose all interest in the conversation.


Tom, his head still abuzz with half-remembered gossip, chipped in suddenly, ‘Is she—?’


But Margaret interrupted him. ‘You said, Mr Sutton, that you and Mr Treveryan are old friends?’


‘Indeed we are. At Oxford we were often in trouble and did our best to help each other escape punishment.’


‘It must be a fine thing to attend a university,’ said Margaret wistfully.


‘Enjoyable, at least,’ said Nicolas. ‘Treveryan here is the scholar, not me. If he had spent half the time on his books that he did on hawking . . . but who cares for the finer points of Lucretius when the skies are wide for birds to fly in?’ and he beamed at them, delighted with the eloquence of his rhetorical question.


The puzzle which Tom was bursting with would be restrained no longer. He tugged at Treveryan’s sleeve and demanded in a shrill voice, ‘Is your mother truly a witch?’


There was a silence. Even Nicolas Sutton looked startled. Joan Treworgie’s mouth fell into a scandalised O. Lizzie flushed scarlet and held her breath. Richard Treveryan himself had been gazing out to sea, deaf to Nicolas’s bland phrases, and it was only with difficulty that he focused on the question framed by the small boy who was gazing up at him so intensely. He frowned, as though trying to recollect what had been said.


Margaret recovered herself first. ‘Lord save the boy, what a dreadful . . . pay no heed to him, sir, for he—’


‘A witch, eh?’ Richard Treveryan stared down at Tom, his face hard and questioning. Suddenly the set of his mouth had a cruel twist, his eyes narrowed and his mouth twitched, and Margaret, afraid that he might box Tom’s ears, prepared to whisk the child from danger at the first sign of movement. And then, unexpected as a shaft of sunlight in a storm, Treveryan was laughing, a burst of sheer delight at the young boy’s mischief. Margaret and Lizzie glanced at each other anxiously, but when they saw that Nicolas was laughing as well, they considered it safe to join in; theirs was laughter of relief, however, rather than genuine amusement.


Tom flushed. Something told him he had narrowly escaped serious trouble, but none the less, his question yet remained to be answered.


‘Is she? Is it true?’


‘I do believe you have guessed her secret,’ Treveryan said solemnly, ‘but you must not tell anyone else or the poor woman is sure to burn.’


Tom gasped. ‘Then it is true!’


‘Why don’t you ask her yourself?’


‘Don’t feed the boy such nonsense!’ exclaimed Margaret.


Treveryan looked at her as if for the first time. ‘I thought you were perhaps encouraging the young witch-finder.’


‘It’s wrong to joke about such serious matters.’


‘Then I shall continue to do so.’


In spite of her annoyance, Margaret found she was smiling. ‘Are you always so perverse, Mr Treveryan?’


He considered for a moment, then, ‘Not always. I would hate to be accused of consistency.’


Seeing Margaret laugh out loud, Tom grew more and more confused. ‘But she must be a witch!’ he burst out.


‘No, I’m afraid it’s all lies,’ Treveryan assured him, ‘unless, that is, an evil temper and a vicious tongue are evidence of witchcraft—’


‘Really!’


‘In which case I’m sure the Devil could learn a good deal from her, if she only had the patience to teach him. But I know she’s learned nothing from him.’


The two young men both seemed highly amused by the whole business, but Margaret and Lizzie were scandalised.


‘Tom, you are very rude to ask such questions,’ scolded Margaret, deflecting her anger from the gentlemen to the tousled head of her brother.


The church rang the noonday hour.


‘Lord, I must fly.’ Margaret jumped down from her seat on the harbour wall. ‘I promised Parson I’d be ready by noon. Lizzie, keep a close eye on Tom and don’t let him wander off. I shall see you after the play.’


‘Is your sister one of the players?’ asked Nicolas, watching Margaret as she hastened towards the church.


‘Yes.’ Lizzie’s pride was obvious. ‘She is to speak in Latin. I hope you will be sure and watch it, for her words are bound to be clever and it is all in honour of your father’s marriage.’


Nicolas turned to his friend. ‘Shall we go, Richard?’


Treveryan too had been watching Margaret depart, but now he merely shrugged and said, ‘To hear the union between your father and my mother celebrated with public verses? I can think of nothing more grotesque.’


And Lizzie considered it most fortunate that Margaret had not been able to overhear this last and most cynical slander.


The Life of St Ewan was a long play which had been performed every feast day without fail since the death of St Ewan himself, or such was the general opinion among the inhabitants of Porthew. Although the basic plot never altered, many small flourishes were added each year of a topical nature, and so it was quite in keeping with tradition that, at the very moment when St Ewan, a notorious killjoy, had just delivered a speech in praise of the celibate life, an unidentified girl (Margaret) should step forward and proclaim the blessings of the married state in honour of Sir John Sutton’s recent wedding.


The play was performed on a mound of earth near the church. Sir John, his wife and several of their party, were seated on benches at the front while the rest of the audience milled around behind them, gossiping and drinking and occasionally paying attention.


At Margaret’s first appearance there was a general hush. Most of the audience knew the play almost word for word and silence was only observed for the choicest moments, such as the scene when St Ewan defeated the last giant to survive in Cornwall who was, as usual, played by Robert Treloar, Ambrose’s father, and for obvious departures from the script. The appearance of Margaret signalled just such a departure.


She spoke in a low, clear voice and as she had remembered her words she had no need of paper or book to read from. But she had no idea how to project the words and it was only by watching the movement of her lips that those at any distance from the stage knew her speech was even begun. The members of the audience strained their ears to hear her words – and those that were able to hear the words strained still more to make sense of them. Gradually the word ‘Latin’ whispered through the crowd like a subterranean breeze: ‘Oh, Latin, is it?’ ‘I thought it was strange,’ ‘Of course, Latin for sure,’ and, since the audience could neither hear nor, hearing, understand, the talk and laughter began again, somewhat louder than before.


Margaret noticed neither the silence nor the chatter. She stood in the centre of the stage, her hands hanging by her side, looking over the crowd with a faint smile on her face and said the lines as she had been taught. But when she had finished her verses she remained where she stood, irresolute, for Parson Weaver had forgotten to tell her how an exit should be made. Then, with a slight curtsy to Lady Sutton and a shy smile towards the audience in general, she retreated awkwardly. And though Lizzie, sitting to one side of the audience, was pink with sisterly pride, no one, however partial, could ever have described Margaret’s first and last venture into the theatre as a resounding success.


Richard Treveryan stood on the fringes of the crowd, a little way behind Lizzie. Dressed as he was in the workaday clothes of a yeoman, he was not recognised as a member of the Suttons’ party and so was not ushered to the seats at the front. He preferred it thus. His black eyes looked out from under a thatch of unruly hair and their expression was restless, searching. In spite of himself he was intrigued by the unusual figure of the girl who stood on the platform that served for a stage.


Her appearance bordered on the comical. He noticed the heavy working boots that looked as though they had been borrowed from some male relative. And her dress, which presumably was the very best she could muster for the occasion, was so drab and shapeless, a woman of quality would expect a better fit from a shroud than this poor girl had managed. She stood very still, stared straight ahead and spoke in the wooden monotone of one who has a job to do but who would be perfectly happy never to speak in public again. It should have been a comical sight altogether.


And yet . . . and yet . . . Richard did not find he was moved to laughter. For all her dreadful clothes and her clumping shoes there was still something about the girl that set her apart. She was self-possessed, quite unmoved by the inattention of her audience; he guessed that their approval would not much have interested her either. They could have hurled rotten apples or cheered with wild delight but the tall girl with the fair hair would have continued to talk in that low, soft voice which had just the trace of a catch in it. At first Richard had been startled to hear the Latin words spoken with the warm Cornish burr accenting each syllable. Now, as he listened, it began to seem the most natural way in all the world that the words should be spoken; the dead language sprang to life, was granted freshness by that voice which rounded each vowel like a caress. He became entranced, imagined briefly that the words were directed at him alone.


And then he forgot her uncouth clothes and saw only her tallness, her capable hands, the clear grey eyes gazing over the crowd and the wide mouth which hovered now on the verge of a smile.


And when she was finished and hesitated suddenly, uncertain how to proceed, a warm flush of colour spread across her throat and across her cheeks. She turned awkwardly, paused, and then turned back to smile towards her audience.


It seemed to Treveryan then, as Margaret’s smile reached out across the heads of the milling rabble between them, that her shining eyes rested briefly on his face and that the wide curve of her lips was a gift for him alone. An unexpected warmth was kindled deep within him and he smiled back, a sudden boyish smile that took him by surprise and made him feel foolish and eager all at once.


If I were not otherwise absorbed, he thought, there might be pleasure to be had with a girl such as her.


Much later, when he came to know her better, he learned that she had long been afflicted with short-sightedness and so realised that she could not have seen him there at all.


‘Are you glad it’s over, Mattie? I was so proud of you – now everyone knows how clever you are.’


Lizzie had been quick to find her sister once Margaret’s part was over. Margaret was flushed and a little bemused by the excitement of appearing in public.


‘Was it truly all right?’


‘Yes, yes, of course. And what’s more, Merry’s cousin William did come to watch after all. He was standing just across from me and he understood every word. At any rate, I saw him smile as if he was taking it all in.’


‘Well, I’m sure no one else did. I might just as well have spoken gibberish.’


‘Oh, look, here he comes now. Mattie, he’s coming to congratulate you. Won’t everyone be green with envy!’


It was true. Mr William Hollar was standing with Merry and, as she had predicted, he was the centre of a flurry of female attention. His honey-coloured head was circled by a bobbing ring of dark ones – and even an occasional grey: obviously the attractions of Mr Hollar knew no barriers of age – all vying eagerly for his attention. Catching sight of Margaret and Lizzie, however, he excused himself courteously and, with the proud Merry at his side, strolled over to greet them.


‘Your speech was most impressive,’ he said, smiling. ‘My cousin forgot to tell me you were such a scholar and I had not expected Porthew to be a centre of learning.’


‘Parson has been good enough to teach me and I like to learn,’ said Margaret, and William noticed that she did not seek to deny the compliment – no false modesty here.


‘And are you as talented as your sister?’ He turned to Lizzie.


Lizzie giggled her disclaimer, then added, ‘But I love to hear the stories she tells us.’


‘Ah.’ William smiled again, but seemed at a loss as to how to continue the conversation and appeared suddenly ill at ease.


It was Tom’s shrill voice that broke the silence. ‘What about the wrestling? You promised we’d see Ambrose once the play was done.’


‘Do you like to see the wrestling, young man?’ William looked down at Tom and smiled, as though relieved by the diversion.


Tom pummelled the air with his fists. ‘I love it! I love to see them fight – and Ambrose is the strongest man in the world.’


‘Is he now? Then I mustn’t miss the sport. Your Ambrose sounds a fearsome fellow.’


Tom squinted up at the stranger warily. ‘He’s bigger than you are,’ he said, ‘and stronger too. You’re just a weakling next to Ambrose.’


‘Tom! Don’t be so rude!’ Margaret was beginning to think that the rooster’s wicker basket might have been the best place for her outspoken brother after all.


‘No, don’t scold the boy,’ said William. ‘What he says is only the truth and no one should be punished for saying what is true.’


‘Some true things are better left unsaid.’


William looked at her sharply. ‘The child will learn to bide his words soon enough,’ he said, and, reaching into his pocket, he pulled out a small coin. ‘Here, Tom, you can buy yourself a treat.’


Tom beamed with pleasure and began at once to look around him, eyeing the booths with a new interest, though Margaret knew he would not spend it; her brother was a miser born.


‘The wrestling has begun already, I think,’ said Lizzie, watching the little groups of people drifting towards the open ground behind the ale-house. ‘We’d best go now too if we want to be able to see anything.’


Margaret, who loathed any kind of fighting, had been hoping to linger so that they would be too far back in the crowd to see. It was one of the few occasions when she considered her short-sightedness a blessing.


But when they drew close to the fighting ground, there was a horror still closer for Margaret to endure.


A group of boys had captured a badger which they had tied by a cord to a stake near the path. Half a dozen small dogs were baiting it. The badger had put up a fierce fight and a couple of the dogs were bleeding heavily, but she was tiring now, as if she knew the struggle was hopeless. One of the dogs, a smooth-haired terrier more persistent than the rest, had caught hold of her right hind leg repeatedly and it was hanging, the broken bone sticking through the mess of blood and sinew. A group of bystanders was watching with interest and urging the dogs on to greater bravery.


Margaret turned pale, and Lizzie, scenting danger, tried to drag her past before it was too late.


‘The poor creature!’ Margaret exlaimed in anguish. ‘How can they be so cruel? Tom, don’t you dare to laugh to see it suffer so!’


‘Don’t make a fuss, Mattie,’ Lizzie pleaded, ‘you can’t stop them, it’s only a badger. It doesn’t matter.’


‘But it does matter.’ Margaret turned in desperation to the oldest of the lads, a gangling boy with a heavily freckled face. ‘Bob Dawkins, that’s your dog, isn’t it? Oh, for mercy’s sake, can’t you call it off? The poor beast can hardly stand and the dogs are suffering too. Oh, please make them stop!’


The boy barely troubled to glance in her direction. ‘’Tis none of your business,’ he said. ‘Besides, the dogs enjoy the sport.’


Margaret looked around wildly, searching for some way to end the savagery. Sensing their victim’s growing weakness, the boldest of the dogs, the smooth-haired terrier, caught the badger by the tender tip of her nose and she screamed with pain.


‘Come on, Mattie.’ Lizzie and Merry were both tugging at her arms. ‘There’s nothing you can do. ’Tis as good as dead anyway.’


‘But at least it should die cleanly. Not like that.’


William Hollar stepped forward and spoke to Bob Dawkins. ‘Here’s a sixpence for you and your friends if you finish the animal off cleanly now.’


The boy looked at him sullenly, reluctant to end the sport, reluctant to pass up the chance of a sixpence. He was on the verge of accepting the offer when one of the bystanders called out, ‘And here’s a shilling from me to let it go on to the death.’


There was a murmur of approval from the onlookers and Richard Treveryan stepped forward and, with a quick glance towards Margaret, tossed a coin in the dust. Bob Dawkins retrieved it and grinned his thanks at the young gentleman. William inclined his head, acknowledging defeat.


Lizzie and Merry hustled Margaret away to the far side of the open stretch of ground – and then Lizzie had to go back again for Tom who had stayed to see the fun.


‘You should not be so tender-hearted,’ soothed William. ‘Badgers are mere vermin after all.’


‘I know,’ said Margaret, though she was still shaking with anger and frustration. ‘But there’s enough suffering in this world surely, without inventing more and calling it sport.’


‘Maybe so, but the common rabble enjoy to see slow murder done.’


Margaret shuddered. ‘And you, Mr Hollar?’


‘I despise all senseless cruelty.’


‘Thank you. If only that villain had not intervened . . .’


But before William could acknowledge her thanks Margaret had turned pale: a crescendo of snarling and yapping and a shout of triumph from the crowd signalled that the badger’s torment had reached its messy and inevitable conclusion.


By mid-afternoon Ambrose Treloar was well on the way to becoming a local hero. He had already vanquished John Ruan from the Lizard, and then William Makepouder, the hope and pride of the St Keverne men, had staggered from the ring in ignominy. A few pot-valiant farm labourers were swiftly dealt with, as was Sir John Sutton’s groom, a brawny lad from Devon.


The Helston men were growing restive, eager for their own Robert Trelyn to beat this phenomenon: the greater Ambrose’s feats of strength now, the greater would be their own man’s glory when he finally put paid to the young giant. Ambrose, bare feet planted squarely in the dusty ground and wearing nothing but a pair of russet breeches, drank another pot of ale and felt himself ready for anything.


‘I’m surprised you stay to watch this sport,’ William said to Margaret, ‘I would have thought it too warlike for your taste.’


‘Ambrose is an old friend and would be mighty disappointed if we weren’t here to see him win,’ Margaret explained. ‘But it’s true that I do cheat: my eyes are not good for distances and if I stand well back I cannot see so much of what goes on.’


‘An admirable compromise,’ William acknowledged with a smile.


Lizzie and Tom had wriggled their way to the front of the crowd. At the edge of the improvised ring small boys, excited by the tension and drama of the wrestling, fought and tumbled together like puppies in the dirt.


‘Who will take on Ambrose now?’ a voice called out.


Then another: ‘Where’s this Robert Trelyn, then?’


‘Gone back to Helston with his tail between his legs!’


A roar of laughter from the local men, mutterings from the huddle around the Helston champion.


‘Go on, Robert boy, time to push him off his perch!’


Robert Trelyn, squatting on his haunches, watched Ambrose with shrewd black eyes, as he had watched since the fighting began. Cunning fighter that he was, he had hoped to let Ambrose fritter away his strength a while longer in copious draughts of ale and the defeat of weaklings. But now he saw that to wait longer would only indicate reluctance. So he stood up, kicked his shoes to one side, stripped off his shirt – and acknowledged the crowd with a grudging smile.


They roared their approval. This contest had been eagerly awaited and talked about for months; at last Ambrose’s raw young strength was to be pitched against the experience and hard muscle of Robert Trelyn.


After the shouts had died down, a waiting silence descended on the crowd. Even the small boys forgot their fighting and sat cross-legged to watch. The two men circled each other slowly. The Helston man was generally accounted tall, but the top of his head was level with Ambrose’s mouth. Yet he was tough. Ambrose, not yet twenty, still carried weight that was only puppy fat: every ounce of Trelyn’s flesh was hard-packed muscle. And Ambrose was too confident.


He lunged forward suddenly, thinking to put his arms around Trelyn’s waist and throw him to the ground as easily as he had his other victims, but his opponent twisted his body slightly, caught Ambrose off balance and sent him tumbling to the ground.


Even the Porthew men laughed: Ambrose was indeed a comical sight, the huge pink mass of his body sprawled in the dust as if pole-axed. Ambrose himself blinked with surprise and then grinned: it must have been a lucky accident, he thought, for defeat never entered his mind. But when it happened a second, then a third time, the Porthew men were no longer laughing and a purple flush of rage spread across Ambrose’s broad face.


The third time, Ambrose rose slowly to his feet and, ignoring his opponent, he reached for the tankard that his friends kept filled for him. Trelyn waited patiently; he was enjoying the fight now and certain of victory. Then Ambrose turned and went for him again, eyes blazing, head down like a bull charging and with a roar of rage for this man who had thought to make a fool of him. As before, Trelyn twisted, half backwards this time and shifted his weight to wrong-foot Ambrose again, but his anger had made Ambrose canny and he was ready for him and his huge arms encircled Trelyn’s torso. Swift as a snake Trelyn answered with a grip as strong. For a long time the two men remained locked together in an embrace, Ambrose’s tawny chest crushed against Trelyn’s dark one, both swaying slightly, each seeking to off-balance the other while keeping his own feet squarely on the ground.


The silence of the crowd was complete. The only sounds were the grunts of the two men, the desperate shuffle of their feet. Both fighters were holding their breath, lungs filled to expand their rib-cage to the full, each man’s arms crushing the other’s ribs. Slowly, Trelyn’s face was turning as purple as Ambrose’s had been in his rage. His black eyes bulged; blue veins snaked across his neck and forehead.


Ambrose, in his anger, would have hung on to the death: his own or the other man’s or both – it did not matter. Inexorable as granite, his mighty smith’s arms crushed his opponent until the Helston man could take no more. Trelyn’s feet slipped in the dust, his arms lost their grip, his mouth flung open to breathe and to cry out with pain and Ambrose roared in triumph and released his hold, only to dash him to the ground like a kitten, and then, his victory assured, he caught him round the waist once more and, while the crowd bellowed its delight, lifted him high into the air.


Robert Trelyn, champion wrestler of Helston and the surrounding area for over six years, was carried round the ring in ignominy while the Porthew men whooped and laughed and the noise of the crowd drowned his groans as his flailing arms tried in vain to protect his agonisingly cracked ribs.


Ambrose had never known such strength as the force that rushed through his veins. The man whom he held high above his head weighed no more than a small child. If he had tried to throw him now he truly believed he could have pitched him high in the air, over the church roof and into the harbour beyond. All things were possible to Ambrose in the white heat of his triumph.


‘Let him down, Ambrose boy. The man is suffering now. Let him down.’


The man’s voice – must have been his father’s – seemed to come from somewhere among the little people far below him. Reluctantly Ambrose began to lower the writhing body, but first he looked over the heads of the spectators to where he had seen Margaret standing with the fair-haired stranger. He wanted to lay his victim at her feet; for fighting was what he did best and it was the finest tribute to her that he knew.


But he saw her face in profile, not looking at him at all. At the moment when the fight had gone out of Robert Trelyn and the local crowd had roared with the closeness of its victory, Margaret had turned from the blur of semi-naked bodies. She slapped her hands over her ears to block out the Helston man’s scream of agony and defeat and, to distract herself, she was busy asking William Hollar rapid questions about his journey from the Low Countries.


Ambrose dropped his victim and strode off in disgust.


It was that time of late afternoon when the Feast Day celebrations unravelled rapidly into drunkenness and debauch. Long shadows were slanting across the harbour and the rough ground by Jack Pym’s ale-house resembled the aftermath of a battle, so many bodies lying where they fell and only an occasional groan to show they were living still. Of those who did manage to set off in the general direction of home, a good many soon staggered into a ditch or hay-rick, there to pass a chilly and sore-headed night.


The men and women who remained more or less on their feet did so only to indulge in pleasures of a different kind. It was commonly accepted in Porthew that babies born towards midsummer, nine months after the Feast Day, did not necessarily resemble their legal fathers: red-haired children were born to the most exclusively dark-haired parents and embarrassed mothers were obliged to invent missing ancestors to explain a blue-eyed child among the brown.


Margaret, with growing anxiety, was searching for Lizzie and Tom.


When the wrestling ended she had been accosted by Dame Erisey, an elderly cousin by marriage of her father’s, who insisted that Margaret come with her to her cottage which lay on the edge of Porthew, just above the harbour. Margaret was reluctant to go, but Lizzie and Tom promised to meet her by the harbour later. Dame Erisey made her a gift of three fine linen kerchiefs for the family so that Margaret was ashamed of her impatience and sat down to a glass or two of the old lady’s cordial and listened to an account of her various illnesses and how her present aches varied from those she had been afflicted by in the past.


The town was in shadow and only the highest cliff-tops beyond still flamed yellow in the dying sunlight when Margaret eventually returned to the harbour . . . and to no sign at all of Lizzie and Tom.


The group of men singing catches by the harbour wall had not seen them, nor had the old women, sitting in their doorways with their spinning or their sewing and a little measure of something with which to toast St Ewan. She went back to Mistress Hocken’s, but neither she nor Merry had seen them anywhere and William was in the shop once more, examining the ledger books, and was not to be disturbed.


Margaret returned to Jack Pym’s ale-house where Ambrose was celebrating his victory with those of his friends still capable of raising a flagon to their lips. Neither Ambrose nor his companions were properly able by this time to focus on the urgency of her question – but they begged her to stay and keep them company since most of the young girls in the area had already been hauled home by their parents and those that remained were long since spoken for.


Margaret searched and asked everywhere but no one had seen a pretty girl with blue ribbons in her hair and a small boy. She asked the watch, but he too was celebrating the local saint and had no wish to go searching for lost children.


She found Tom first. He was curled up fast asleep on a coil of rope underneath the harbour wall. His face was grubby, streaked with tears and grime. Margaret shook him awake.


‘What are you doing here, Tom? Where’s Lizzie?’


At the sound of her voice Tom flung his arms around his sister and sobbed. ‘The gypsies,’ he choked, ‘I was hiding from the gypsies. I didn’t want them to eat me up.’


Margaret cradled him and scolded. ‘But where is Lizzie? You’re a bad boy to wander off like that and go hiding yourself away.’


‘The man gave me a penny and told me to wait for you. Lizzie said it was all right,’ said Tom, aggrieved that Margaret was cross when he had only done as he was told.


‘Man? What man?’


‘The man who took Lizzie away.’


‘Oh Lord. What did he look like?’


Tom stared at her, not understanding the urgency of her question. ‘I dunno,’ he said.


‘Think, Tom, for goodness’ sake. You must be able to remember something about him.’


Tom frowned, trying his hardest. ‘He had a big hat with a sort of feathery thing in it.’


Margaret’s heart sank. She picked Tom up and carried him up the short hill to Mistress Hocken’s house, there to be cleaned up by Merry and watched until the missing Lizzie was found.


She returned to the harbour. Little fires were being lit along the beach and the delicious smell of grilling fish mingled with the tar and the salt. Gulls flapped their wings and strutted and called greedily to each other. Their calls sounded to Margaret like mocking laughter. If Lizzie had gone with a gentleman (for only a gentleman wore a hat with a feather in it) then Margaret did not know where to look for her. She was worried for herself as well as for Lizzie: if anything happened then it was Margaret who was sure to get the blame. Although they were separated by barely more than six months, Margaret was taller, stronger and seemed much the older and was therefore generally held to be responsible for the others, foolish Lizzie as much as little Tom.


‘Are you looking for your sister?’


Margaret looked up in surprise . . . and then, disgust. It was Bob Dawkins, the lad who had trapped the badger to be baited earlier in the day. His grin indicated that he knew only too well where Lizzie had gone.


‘Where is she, then, Bob Dawkins?’ Margaret asked sharply.


‘She might not want me to tell you, I reckon.’


Margaret’s anxiety burst out in a fury. ‘You’d better tell me where she is right now, Bob Dawkins, or I’ll—’


‘All right, all right.’ He backed away, still grinning. ‘Just try looking in Robert Payne’s stable, that’s all, just try and see what you find,’ and he scampered off, laughing.


Robert Payne was a well-to-do fish merchant with a fine house some distance beyond the ale-house. Margaret set off at once but as she passed the ale-house door Ambrose and half a dozen other youths tumbled out into the fresh air.


‘Where are you off to, Mattie?’ he shouted. ‘Stay here and keep me company!’


‘Go home,’ said Margaret crossly, ‘and sleep it off,’ and she stumped on up the hill.


She climbed over a low wall into Mr Payne’s back garden. The first outbuilding she came to contained nothing but a few sheep and a couple of heifers; the second two squealing pigs and several chickens, while in a third, behind a shaggy pony guzzling oats, she saw the white legs of her sister stretched across the hay and a finely dressed young gentleman half on top of her; the hat with the feather in it had been tossed aside by the door.


‘Lizzie!’ Margaret exclaimed. ‘Get up here and come home at once!’


‘Go away,’ a man’s voice, somewhat muffled, replied, ‘leave us be. Can’t you see we’re busy?’


‘Lizzie!’


The white legs scrabbled in the hay and Lizzie freed herself awkwardly.


The young gentleman swore and turned on the intruder. ‘Get out of here, you interfering witch!’ said Nicolas Sutton, his normally amiable face pink and furious.


Margaret flushed. ‘I’ll not leave without Lizzie.’


Lizzie pulled her skirts down over her ankles and glared at Margaret with an expression that managed to be excited, defiant and frightened all at once.


‘By Christ, this is nothing to do with you,’ said Nicolas. ‘She came with me freely enough. Now leave us alone.’


‘I’ll do no such thing. She’s no more than a child and you’ve no right to lead her on like that – it’s not fair on the girl.’


Nicolas Sutton scrambled to his feet and advanced on Margaret in a fury. ‘The devil take you for a meddlesome baggage. I tell you for the last time, get out of here at once!’


And he raised his hand and would surely have struck her, but the next moment, just as Lizzie screamed, there was a deep bellow of rage and what little daylight there had been in the stable was blocked by the huge body filling the doorway as Ambrose burst in and set on the young gentleman. He fetched Nicolas a blow to the stomach that sent him flying across the little stable and then, before Nicolas could recover either his breath or his sword, Ambrose pounced on him once more and picked him up by the scruff of his elegant collar as if he were no more than a plucked pheasant.


‘Say you’re sorry to these girls,’ roared Ambrose. ‘Go on, now, you say you’re sorry!’


‘Put me down, you oaf!’ squeaked Nicolas. ‘My father is a Justice, you’ll be sorry. Put me down!’ And his feet ran helplessly through the air.


‘Ambrose, are you mad?’ Margaret was appalled by his rashness and quick visions of his body hanging from a gibbet flashed before her. ‘You can’t go assaulting the Suttons. Put the man down at once.’


‘Put me down!’ Young Sutton was purple with rage.


‘Not until he says he’s sorry!’ Ambrose was so brimful of fight and strong ale that he would have happily taken on the whole tribe of Suttons if he could. ‘I don’t care who he is – mustn’t go insulting you,’ and he lifted Nicolas still higher so that his brown curls brushed against the cobwebs of the ceiling.


‘Stop it! I’ll see you suffer for this!’


‘Ambrose, have some sense. There’s no harm done yet.’


‘He thinks he can do what he likes but I’ll show him!’


Low laughter in the doorway caused Margaret to spin round suddenly. Richard Treveryan was standing in the entrance and his dark eyes were bright with amusement as he absorbed the scene before him.


‘A fine state your whoring’s got you into this time, Nick,’ he commented.


‘Richard, thank God – by all that’s holy, man, don’t stand there laughing at me. Make this bumpkin put me down or by heavens I’ll—’


‘Nick, you’re in no position to make threats . . . but all right. Come along now, Treloar, put the young gentleman down, there’s a good fellow.’


‘Keep out of this,’ Ambrose was sweating heavily, confused now, but still angry, ‘he needs to be taught a lesson.’


‘Maybe so, but you’re hardly the schoolmaster, and besides,’ Treveryan was mocking, ‘I’m sure the girl was willing enough.’


Ambrose growled with rage and stepped forward. In his all-conquering mood that day he truly thought he could take them both on at once. At his first movement Treveryan drew his rapier and faced Ambrose, his face no longer laughing but cruel and cold.


‘Set him down,’ said Richard, ‘or you’re an even bigger fool than I thought.’


‘Don’t you go calling me a fool!’


‘Then fight me if you wish. God knows, there’s been little enough sport until now. Come on then, giant, let’s see what you can do.’


Ambrose swayed towards him.


Margaret was appalled. ‘Ambrose, what are you thinking of? Can’t you see he’s only baiting you?’


Treveryan pushed her aside. ‘Keep out of this. And take your hoyden sister with you.’


At the deliberate insult Ambrose trumpeted his fury but, still holding the wriggling Nicolas in the air, he was uncertain how to proceed with the fight.


Treveryan’s face was ugly, sneering. ‘Staying safe behind your womenfolk?’


A gurgle of rage bubbled through Ambrose’s lips and, trailing Nicolas Sutton behind him like a banner, he lunged at Treveryan.


Lizzie screamed and ran to Margaret’s side.


Margaret shouted, ‘Ambrose, no!’ picked up a pail of water and dashed it in his face. There was a brief moment of pandemonium. Nicolas was dropped in the hay and Ambrose, spluttering and bewildered, clutched at his hand: a thin line of blood ran across it where Treveryan’s rapier had slashed him.


Margaret seized Ambrose’s injured hand and, as she did so, was careful to put herself between him and Treveryan’s gleaming rapier. She faced him squarely.


‘That’s enough, Mr Treveryan,’ she said, still shaking with anger. ‘If this is your idea of sport then God knows you’ve had enough for sure.’


He laughed at her. ‘Nonsense, girl, the fun was just beginning. You’re a worse killjoy than your local misery St Ewan.’


Nicolas stood up, brushing straw and cobwebs from his hair and shoulders. He reached out a hand to Lizzie and attempted a smile, though his face was still a choleric shade of pink. ‘Here, Lizzie,’ he offered, ‘I can show you a quieter place . . .’


Lizzie stared at him wide-eyed and Margaret, with a sigh of exasperation, pulled her sister to her side. ‘Leave her alone. It’s not right of you to make up to her like this. She’s hardly more than a child.’


‘She’s old enough to know what she wants.’


Margaret was furious. ‘You know that’s not true! You just wanted to be able to lead her on and not have to think of her at all. But she’s the one would have to pay the price for your few moments of pleasure. Did you pause to consider that at all, Mr Sutton? No, you thought only of yourself, the way men always do!’


Lizzie slipped her hand into Margaret’s arm. ‘We were only talking, Mattie,’ she whispered, ‘and kissing a little bit.’


Treveryan had sheathed his rapier. ‘Is your low opinion of men based on a wide experience?’ he queried. ‘Or have you simply been unlucky?’


Nicolas laughed, but it was against Richard Treveryan that Margaret’s anger was now directed. ‘It seems to me, sir, that the cruellest things are amusing to you. I might feel sorry for you if I did not despise you so much.’


At this Nicolas whooped his approval of her scolding, then smiled encouragingly at Lizzie. Margaret kept a firm hold of her hand.


‘Mr Sutton, you will have to find your amusements elsewhere. Or do without. Come, Lizzie, Tom will be wondering where we are. Ambrose, you must come with us.’


‘Cluck cluck cluck,’ said Nicolas, ‘listen to the mother hen gathering in her chickens.’


Margaret could feel Ambrose’s anger, a mountain of fury behind her.


‘I dunno,’ he muttered, ‘they should be taught a lesson.’


‘But not by you, Ambrose.’ Margaret was beginning to feel desperate. ‘You can’t win against the gentry, you know that.’


‘Listen to the sensible hen.’ It was Treveryan who spoke.


He had been watching Margaret closely and his expression suddenly made her uncomfortable and more than ever eager to be gone. She was confused now that he seemed to be taking her side.


He spoke soberly to Ambrose. ‘Go on home, then, like a dutiful giant. Then no more will be said about this fight. But I should warn you that if you stay here, the watch has been alerted, and the constable will be here at any moment. You surely don’t want to end up before the magistrate for assaulting his son, now do you?’


‘He’s talking sense, Ambrose,’ Margaret conceded. ‘Come, we’ll walk back together.’


Ambrose shook the water from his hair. ‘I don’t like it—’ he muttered.


‘No more trouble, Ambrose. Not now.’


Still holding Lizzie by the hand, Margaret took Ambrose’s arm and began to guide him from the stable. Treveryan remained standing by the doorway. Margaret wondered with sudden dread whether he meant to make Ambrose fight him after all. But his rapier was still sheathed and it was not Ambrose who had his attention.


‘Mr Treveryan, stand aside and let us pass.’


The merest hesitation, then he stepped back with an exaggerated flourish. ‘Madam, with sincere reluctance.’


And they could hear his laughter fading behind them as they hurried through the slanting evening shadows to the road.


Lizzie maintained a sullen silence until they were nearing home. She and Tom were riding Juno while Margaret trudged beside them. Tom was nodding in the saddle and more than once it was only swift action on Lizzie’s part that saved him from falling off altogether. Margaret too was bone tired, but she hardly noticed it. She was deep in thought.


At last Lizzie burst out, ‘You won’t say anything to Mother, will you?’


‘Of course I won’t,’ said Margaret swiftly, glad only that Lizzie’s sulks were over. ‘But whatever possessed you to go with him like that?’


Lizzie pouted. ‘He spoke so nicely, Mattie, not a bit like Ambrose and the other boys. You should have heard him. And he only said wouldn’t it be nice to take a walk. He never said . . . I only meant to let him kiss me. There’s no harm in that, is there?’


Margaret was frowning.


‘Is there, Mattie?’


‘Oh, don’t ask me!’ Margaret burst out with sudden intensity. ‘Words are cheap enough!’ And she strode on so quickly that Lizzie had to kick Juno into a bumpy trot to catch up with her again.


It was dark by the time they reached home and the moon was rising over the copse beyond their second field. Tom slithered from the horse and Margaret steered him into the kitchen where his parents were dozing by the embers of the day’s fire.


‘Well, Tom, and have you enjoyed your day?’


Tom stared at his mother with the unseeing eyes of a sleepwalker and then his mouth opened and his face disappeared behind an enormous yawn.


She laughed. ‘Bedtime for you, young fellow, and you can tell me all about it in the morning.’


Margaret went out to tend Juno while Lizzie fetched in the salted pilchards and the knitted stockings and the rest of the day’s booty.


Later still, when she and Lizzie lay together in the bed they shared under the sloping roof and the night was so quiet and still they could hear the waves breaking on the shingle a mile away and Tom was sleeping soundly in the truckle bed beside their own, Lizzie murmured sleepily, ‘What a day it’s been, Mattie, hasn’t it? So many excitements.’


Margaret’s head was still crowded with spinning images: there was Ambrose, his ginger hair haloed by sunshine as he lifted Robert Trelyn high in the air; that first glimpse of William Hollar as he stood in the doorway with his face shining with the beauty of Apollo; the noisy crowd half-listening as she made her Latin speech; Richard Treveryan’s cruel smile and his rough hair and his mocking eyes and Nicolas Sutton’s pink-faced helpless rage. She murmured in her turn, ‘We won’t forget today for a long long time,’ and fell asleep.


In after years that Porthew Feast Day stood out in her memory as the last day of a childhood which came in time to seem blessedly happy and uncomplicated.


She was just three weeks short of her sixteenth birthday.
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Less than a week after St Ewan’s Day, on a morning veiled with mist, Lizzie scampered up the stairs with all the haste of a bearer of bad news.


‘Mother, Mother! Mattie’s been sick in the cow byre! She says it’s nothing but she looks awful pale.’


Mistress Pearce struggled to raise herself in the bed. Her joints were a web of pain, pain which had kept her awake through half the night and which she now tried to escape in sleep. It was with difficulty that she focused on a world beyond her body and its multiple discomforts – but seeing Lizzie’s flushed and anxious face, she did so now.


‘Bid her come and see me, then,’ she said, her twisted fingers pulling back the bed curtains, and Lizzie ran off obediently. Mistress Pearce propped herself awkwardly against the bolster and pulled a shawl around her shoulders. She had a sharp and pointed little face above a large and often useless body; her lips were pressed tight shut as though to prevent herself from moaning or complaint. There was a grey light seeping through the bedroom window: the sun was not yet risen but she could tell already that it was to be a damp day; she felt the dampness in the room, in her bedding, in her aching bones.


No sooner did Margaret appear in the doorway than Mistress Pearce’s suspicions sharpened: her woman’s instinct probed the secret the girl had so far managed to keep even from herself.


‘Lizzie tells me you are sick again this morning.’


Margaret, grey-faced, leaned against the doorpost for support. ‘It’s nothing, no need to worry. I think perhaps that fish we ate was not quite fresh. I’m feeling better again already.’


‘You’ve been with a man, haven’t you?’


Margaret put a hand to her eyes as though to shield them from the light. ‘It’s not that, I’m sure. Just a passing upset.’


‘How long overdue are you?’


‘Maybe, I lose track . . . perhaps a week . . . but I’m often late . . . I’m sure I shall be—’


Mistress Pearce waved aside her protests with an impatient gesture. ‘Margaret, listen to me. You’ve been with a man and now you’re carrying his child. I knew there was something days ago but could not be sure.’


Her accusation was without reproach, a mere statement of fact. She did not much like her step-daughter, who was a constant reminder of the foreigner she had herself replaced, but she respected her as a hard worker and a reasonable person to deal with. Her narrow world of pain was restricted to practical considerations and she had little patience for morality.


Margaret was silent a long while, and then she groaned, ‘I suppose it must be true. I feel so wretchedly ill now that I hardly know what to do with myself.’


‘The sickness will pass,’ said Mistress Pearce, ‘but the problem will not go away so easily. You must tell me this fellow’s name and then we can decide what’s best.’


Margaret shook her head. ‘There’s no point,’ she said, ‘I cannot tell you who it is.’


‘Why not?’


‘He’ll not marry me, if that is what you hope. It’s impossible.’


‘Is he married already?’


Margaret did not answer.


‘Either married then or too high born to marry you. Or maybe it’s someone you’re ashamed to admit to. Perhaps the lad who helped with the harvest?’ She paused, her pointed features twitching like a ferret’s as she tried to scent out the truth. But Margaret remained impassive, so she went on. ‘Though I doubt that. This fellow has done little enough to help you, don’t waste your time protecting him.’


‘I gave him my promise.’


‘Tch! Promises mean nothing. You’re in trouble enough without making more for yourself by hanging on to some useless promise. Don’t you realise how serious this is?’


Margaret nodded miserably and her eyes filled with tears but she said nothing.


‘I always thought you had more sense, Margaret,’ she grumbled, ‘I always thought my Lizzie was the one who needed watching, not you. Even though you do waste your time with books and old stories, but still . . .’ A thought occurred to her, but then she dismissed it as irrelevant. ‘Your father must know about this.’


‘Do you have to tell him?’ Margaret was appalled.


‘And how do you expect to keep him in the dark? All the world and his dog will know before long, my girl. Some secrets are not made for keeping.’


‘Don’t tell him yet, please don’t. Perhaps . . . perhaps we are wrong. It may be just an upset or—’


‘Or? Unwanted babies are hard to dislodge, I know that much, just as the wanted ones slip away all too easily.’ She spoke with the heavy certainty of a woman with only two children to show for her eleven pregnancies.


‘Listen to me, Margaret. This is a serious business, for us all. I’ll not be responsible for keeping your father in the dark. There’s only one solution. You must be married before you lose your name and bring disgrace upon the whole family. You’ll have to tell your father the fellow’s name even if you won’t tell me. Now, go downstairs and light the fire. I’ll come down presently and we shall tell him when he comes in for his meal. Has the sickness passed?’


Margaret nodded. ‘I’m better now.’


It was only partly true. She went down the stairs to the grey-dark kitchen and began to sweep the ashes from the open hearth. A thin cat, a grey tabby, stalked over to her and, back arched and tail held high, he brushed against her arm as she worked. She pushed him away wearily and then, on a contradictory impulse, stroked his fur with rapid, anxious movements. Yes, the sickness had passed, thank heavens, but she was left feeling strangely light-headed and dreamlike. There was an eerie unreality about everything she did. For some days now, she had lost track of how many but it was certainly more than the week she had admitted to her step-mother, she had blinded herself to the certainty that was growing within her, a certainty too fearful to confront.


She went out to the fuel store behind the house and gathered furze and logs for the fire and then she paused, as she often did, to watch the sun rise above the five elms at the end of the orchard. A score of rooks flapped noisily in the branches, just as they did every day at morning and evening; the long grass sparkled with dew just as it had done a month ago and all the days of her life as long as she could remember.


Her sense of unreality increased. Impossible to believe that a passing sickness, a period missed, could signal the momentous changes her step-mother had described: disgrace to the family, a hasty marriage, unwanted babies . . . for here she was, gathering logs and furze and taking them in for the fire as she had done every morning and would surely continue to do for evermore while the rooks fussed in the branches of the elms and the dew sparkled on the grass.
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