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About the Book


When rich, handsome Daniel Penhale proposes to Sophy Beardmore, she is swift to accept. The marriage seems to offer the security and respectability she has always dreamed of in a life overshadowed by her mother’s feckless, radical way of living.


But Daniel’s wealth has not made Kildower, his Cornish house, a happy place. It is haunted by old memories, not least those of his first wife, Meraud. No one seems to know the true facts about her death, though rumours and suspicions abound, fostered by the tragic legends that cling to Kildower.


Daniel’s young daughter, Kensa, is resentful and sullen, her nurse, Jess Southcote, is sly and manipulative, the local people hostile. Then there is Meraud’s brother Conan, who seems determined to strike up a friendship with Sophy, but out of what dubious motives?


Only when Sophy has unravelled the truth about the past and faced up to her true feelings for both Conan and Daniel himself can she find the happiness she seeks.




For Loris, with love








I wish I were a little bird


That out of sight doth soar;


I wish I were a song once heard


But often pondered o’er,


Or shadow of a lily stirred


By wind upon the floor,


Or echo of a loving word


Worth all that went before,


Or memory of a hope deferred


That springs again no more.


From: ‘A Wish’, by Christina Rossetti










Chapter One


On a fine spring morning in the year 1830 I stood at the altar of the old chapel on Highgate Hill and promised to love, honour and obey Mr Daniel Penhale. At that moment I was supremely content. I had at last achieved, it seemed, those desirable attributes which had eluded me all my twenty-four years; security and respectability.


As I made my vows my heart was light. Daniel was a fine man. I intended to be a devoted and caring wife. I was so impatient for my new life to begin that I could scarcely bear to contemplate the delay we must suffer before we could shake the dust of London from our feet and leave for the West Country. But a lavish wedding breakfast awaited us at the house my mother – or, more exactly, her lover Sir Richard Merton, Baronet – had leased for her nearby and which had been my home also for the past few weeks. I must contain myself for a few more hours yet before I could bid, thankfully, a final farewell to the uncertain existence I had always known.


‘Are you happy, my dear?’ Daniel whispered as we walked back up the aisle.


‘I think I have never been happier,’ I said.


No more long hours spent trying to instil the elements of French and Italian into the heads of wilful young ladies who would sooner be choosing silks for a new gown or learning the art of flirtation. No more urgent, imperious demands from Mama. ‘You must return instantly, Sophy . . . I cannot bear it – I am ruined . . .’ Or ill and like to go into a decline. Or wracked with despair. Or so lonely that only my presence could possibly bring her comfort.


My hand in its cream doeskin glove rested lightly on Daniel’s sleeve. He laid his own gloved hand protectively over it. We smiled at each other in complete understanding.


We were still smiling as we stepped across the threshold of the chapel into the sunshine, from the close and concealing dimness of sanctified brick and timber to the hard, sharp light of an April morning.


And, though I did not know it then, that moment of abrupt and startling change was prophetic. A forewarning, perhaps, that the change for me, and for others close to me, was to be as intense and dramatic as the sudden passage from darkness to light.


But in my innocence – my ignorance – I could not know that. It was Daniel who had the first presentiment. His confident step suddenly faltered. His gentle grip on my hand tightened.


I looked in alarm at his pallor.


‘Daniel? Are you unwell?’


He seemed scarcely to hear me. His gaze was fixed upon the little knot of idlers gathered to watch the wedding party leave. A few gossiping women, a scatter of children. And beyond them someone else standing motionless in the shadow of the burial-ground wall. A tall man, hatless, dressed in a ragged jacket and breeches, his rough hair a startling white in the velvety shade. An old tramp perhaps. Or some beggar drawn by the prospect of good pickings from the guests.


Daniel frowned, shook his head, seemed to collect himself.


‘I thought for a moment . . . but no, it is nothing, Sophy. A trifling dizziness. The sun is dazzling, is it not?’


I was greatly relieved to see the colour surge back into his cheeks and his smile and his attention return to me. Daniel did not look back, though some odd compulsion made me glance over my shoulder before we left the chapel grounds.


But no one now stood in the shadow of the wall. The tattered man had gone.


My mother awaited us at the house in Elm View. She had refused to attend the ceremony and, in view of our argument last evening, I had half-expected she would not put in an appearance at all. But though she was dressed in a sombre grey taffeta more suitable for a funeral than a wedding, she moved among the guests smiling, accepting compliments – on the arrangements of spring flowers that made a bower of the hall and drawing room, on the delightful weather, on the suitability of the match – as though she had personally organised everything. I would not spoil this happy day by allowing myself to believe that she had chosen that dour gown to discommode me. I told myself that Mama merely intended to display to best advantage the gold and emerald necklace Sir Richard had given her when he had last proposed marriage. And been rejected, as had happened many times before.


My mother did not approve of marriage, neither for herself nor for me. ‘Marriage means bondage for a woman,’ she had cried, dramatically, several times over the few weeks since Daniel had formally – but with a firmness and directness that brooked no argument – asked for her blessing. But she was shrewd in her opposition. To Daniel she was all charm and acquiescence.


‘But I shall not allow you to call me Mama,’ she said, laughing. ‘I am scarcely older than you and I refuse to become that antiquated creature, a mother-in-law! Why, I am more of an age to be a sister to you. I insist you shall call me Hannah.’ And Daniel, wholly aware of her dark, devastating beauty – what man could not be? – but hearteningly impervious to it, bowed and said, ‘I will, naturally, respect your wishes,’ but with such a dry edge to his voice that Mama looked at him sharply, a brief frown bringing into relief a delicate tracery of lines on her forehead and around her eyes. In that instant it was possible to observe that the years she refused to acknowledge – forty-two of them – would not, perhaps, be denied for much longer. Then she laughed again and said lightly, though with a note of reproof, ‘Mr Penhale – Daniel – you must understand that I was little more than a child when I bore my daughter and Sophy herself was born, I declare, with an old head on her shoulders – always so grave and sensible when a little youthful exuberance could well have been expected and excused. The informality of our life abroad, without the strictures and regimentation so evident in family life here, has also served to make less distinctive the division that usually separates one generation from the next. We are, indeed, more like sisters than mother and daughter . . .’


She saved all the persuasive scorn of her powerful nature to pour upon me later. Last evening she had made her final assault. ‘You are a fool not to comprehend the trap that opens up before you! The moment that you allow yourself into that trap and the door clangs behind you, you are lost. I know! I was once caught and imprisoned. I shudder at the deadly suffocation of mind and spirit that was my lot. It is not yet too late for you to give back word.’


‘You were unfortunate, Mama,’ I had countered mildly. ‘It cannot be the same for every women or marriage as an institution would have foundered long since.’


‘How can it benefit any woman of intelligence to chain herself body and soul to one man?’


I paused before I answered. To engage in heated argument with my mother was to give her the upper hand. She revelled in the kind of melodramatic confrontation that as a child I had dreaded and even now found unnerving. Stormy scenes, tears, outpourings of accusation and recrimination were the stuff of life to her, a constant nourishment for her passionate, volatile temperament. Even the merest hint of bridal nerves would be pounced upon in order to support her argument.


But I was no longer a child, to be reduced to guilt-ridden silence because I had ventured a contrary opinion or pricked her well-defended conscience. I remained calm, knowing my best defence was to be cool and rational.


We stood in my mother’s studio. Pale, clear light from the north-facing windows flooded over the easel with its half-finished portrait of the stout dowager who had only ten minutes since gone wheezing down the stairs well pleased with the flattering image that was emerging on the canvas. The smell of oil paint mingled with the heavy jasmine fragrance my mother always wore, the very essence that had haunted my childhood and adolescence. Redolent with the promise of love, of belonging. Yet symbolising, ultimately, only rejection and loneliness. I straightened my back.


‘I wish you would not use such emotional terms, Mama. I am not chaining myself to Daniel. I am to become his wife, his companion in life. Daniel is not some species of monster, but a kind and considerate man.’


‘You do not even mention love!’


‘I have a deep affection for Daniel as I believe he has for me. If I do not indulge myself in torrid glances and sighs and other such visible displays of infatuation it is because my nature is more reserved than yours.’


‘Infatuation? You do not even know the meaning of the word! As for love – why, your heart is as untouched and virginal as your body.’


I shrugged. ‘Can that be so very wrong? Surely in polite society modest behaviour in a bride is to be recommended.’


Mama tore off the paint-smeared linen cuffs she wore to protect her sleeves, screwed them into a ball and hurled them into the mess of pots and brushes ranged on the work stand. A half-full jar of linseed oil crashed to the floor and spread a slow, golden puddle across the polished floorboards.


‘Polite society!’ she cried. ‘I spit on polite society and its mealy-mouthed pretensions!’


I had clung to the hope that for once she might attempt to understand, but it was not to be. I smothered a sigh and said resignedly, ‘I should not like us to part in anger and bitterness. Will you not share in my happiness instead of condemning me because my wishes – my deeds – are different from yours?’


There was a small, calculating silence while she watched me from the corner of her eyes. Then, swiftly, she came towards me, hands outstretched in a pleading gesture. She was suddenly all gentle smiles and beseeching words. ‘Foolish child! It is your happiness I am thinking of when I beg you not to marry Daniel Penhale and bury yourself among the backward peasants and narrow-minded cliques that compose rural society in that God-forsaken corner of the country.’


‘Have you ever been to Plymouth, Mama?’


‘No, but . . .’


‘Or across the River Tamar to Cornwall where Daniel has his country house? No, I thought not! I should be more inclined to take note of your opinions if you had chosen to pass judgement on the qualities, say, of Paris or Florence or Venice, where you have lived for most of these last twenty-odd years.’


‘You know very well that it was from the clutches of such provincial society that I was forced to flee after your father died.’ She clasped her hands theatrically to her bosom. ‘Turnip-headed peasants, hidebound by convention, with scarcely one cultured or original thought between them! Had I stayed in Bovey Tracey, marooned among such people – your papa’s dreary, elderly friends, not mine, never mine – in that empty countryside in the shadow of the moor, I should have sunk to a dark melancholy of the spirit that would have surely led me to a swift decline. You would have been an orphan within months.’ She swung round and paced the length of the room, her brilliant skirts swishing against the canvases piled up against the walls, her heels rapping out a loud tattoo on the wide oak boards. ‘Instead, I chose freedom. Freedom to live as I pleased, to be true to my own nature. And freedom for you too, Sophy. Never forget that. Think of the travels you have had, the people you have met, the experiences we have shared. Would you have exchanged all these excitements for a routine life in some dull backwater?’


‘Excitements? Oh, to be sure there were excitements,’ I said dryly. ‘So many in fact that throughout my growing years I became satiated with them and I have felt no more need of them since.’


She drew in her breath sharply. For a moment there was an expression I could not read in her green eyes. Could it have been remorse? Compassion? But it was so swiftly gone it was impossible to read and temper swept her up once more.


‘If you will not listen, you must go to the devil in your own way.’


‘As you yourself have always done, Mama.’


‘I had a calling! A true purpose!’


‘Why cannot you see that my purpose might be just as important?’


‘What? You honestly believe that becoming the chattel, the unpaid housekeeper, the bedmate, of a man you do not love and who does not love you is the purpose for which you were put on this earth? All he is interested in is his own comfort and convenience, and that of his child.’


‘No!’ A little too emphatically. A steadying breath, then, ‘You are quite wrong.’


‘If you must marry, let it be at least someone whom you love deeply and passionately and who returns that love. Otherwise it is a sham and a pretence!’


‘There is no point in further discussion.’


She swept me a scornful glance. ‘Then go! And do not expect me to be present to see you throw your life away.’ She turned her back and busied herself at the work table.


I left the room quietly. Only when I was up in my bedchamber did I allow the hurt, the resentment, to surface. I was angry to see that my hands trembled as I poured water from the jug into the basin and splashed my hot cheeks. But it was anger with myself rather than her. I should not have expected support or encouragement from Mama. I should not even have tried to believe she would be moved to listen and understand. She was blinkered to everything but her own viewpoint and she had never forgiven me for not being a mirror image, physically and spiritually, of herself.


‘You are dull, Sophy, and becoming duller by the day!’ she had once flung at me in a tantrum when I was eighteen and she had come across me making a bonfire of my old sketches and paintings in the garden of our lodgings in Nice. ‘You cannot help being saddled with the charmless looks of your father, but at least you might have turned yourself into something above the ordinary by fostering your potential as an artist. But no! You refuse! You will not take tuition any more. Now you have destroyed all the work you have ever done and which showed such promise!’


‘It is merely clutter,’ I said stubbornly, kicking a fragment of unburnt paper into the blaze. ‘I have decided not to waste any more time on useless pursuits.’


Mama snatched at the fragment, pinched out the smouldering edge and thrust it in front of me. ‘Look! Look! How can you say it is a useless pursuit when you are able to paint like this?’


An old olive tree filled the foreground. In the distance, revealed only in the spaces where the twisting branches parted, was a line of misty blue hills. A black-garbed woman rested her back against the trunk of the tree, her head turned so that only the line on her cheek was visible under the enveloping head cloth. It was part of the large watercolour sketch of an olive grove I had made the year before in Tuscany.


‘I see nothing special there,’ I said, moving sharply from her to poke the ashes with a stick.


‘Fiddlesticks! Even this scrap is full of excitement and interest. The tree has so much life that you might almost imagine the leaves to be moving in the wind. And as for the peasant woman . . . her weariness, her longing to be away from her drudgery is clear in every line of her body.’


I told myself fiercely that it was the smoke that brought the sting of sudden tears to my eyes, not the remembrance of that afternoon when I had laboured in the golden, soporific heat to capture the enduring quality of the olive tree and the exhaustion of the old woman. She had leaned against the tree as if to draw strength from it and it seemed that I also drew some special quality from that place. My brush had moved with a certainty that was almost magical. When the picture was finished I knew that it was the best work I had ever done.


And the last.


For when I rose stiffly to my feet my mind was unexpectedly sharp and lucid. The creative force which had enabled me to capture the spirit of the scene seemed to have stripped away all pretence. I knew exactly what I must do if I was ever to achieve peace of mind and a measure of contentment. I knew in which direction I had to go. And it was not Mama’s way.


Until that moment in the olive grove I had clung to the belief that Mama and I might fashion a tolerable life together. I had refused to acknowledge the worry and distress her vagabond mode of existence brought to me. But Mama would never change. She had made her choice long ago. She had chosen to throw in her lot with the artistic and radical element in society whose ideas and mode of living were a constant source of outrage and titillation to conventionally minded persons. It came to me then as clearly as the humming of the bees in the warm, thyme-scented grasses that I was a misfit in her world. And would remain so if I allowed myself to drift along helplessly in her wake.


I made the right decision then, if not the easiest. For, in the end, it had led me to Daniel.


The heavy wedding band felt new and strange on my hand as Daniel and I led the guests to the table with its lavish spread provided by kindly Sir Richard. (He had insisted on it, just as he had insisted on escorting me to the chapel, saying, ‘Had your mama ever consented to marry me – though I still have not given up hope – I should now be your stepfather and that is a role I should have assumed wholeheartedly.’) This was the time that I quite dreaded. The Vaiseys, Daniel’s business connections and my late employers, had sent their apologies, pleading a prior engagement, so the guests were all friends of Sir Richard and Mama. Unlike my mother, I hated to be the centre of attention, particularly among virtual strangers. I knew myself to be plain and ordinary, and there was a reserve in my nature that denied me the ability to converse about nothing at all in the sparkling, witty way that was thought to be such an agreeable asset for any female. Despite, or perhaps because of, the quality of the cream silk dress with its weight of stylish frills and tucks, I felt stiff and awkward. And I must sit here, trapped, the focus of all eyes, while I nibbled food I was too unnerved to have any appetite for and listened to speeches that would bring me only embarrassment.


But when we were seated Daniel, whom I was beginning to realise noticed a good deal more than the somewhat abstracted air he habitually wore would allow, leaned close and whispered, ‘Bear up a little longer, Sophy. The formalities will soon be over.’ And he laid his hand warmly over mine so that I felt again that surge of comfort and relief that I had found someone so kind and understanding to share my life with. How fortunate we had been that chance had brought us together.


Mrs Vaisey stood plump and composed in the blue and gold drawing room of her Portsmouth house.


‘Miss Beardmore, we have the pleasure of Mr Penhale’s company for a few days while he discusses shipping arrangements with Mr Vaisey.’ A tall man, soberly dressed, bowing courteously. ‘He has expressed a wish to see the improvements I have made to the gardens. Pray bring down the girls and join us. We shall all benefit from a turn in the fresh air now that the rain has stopped.’


We walked slowly down newly flagged paths, the rich smell of turned earth hanging heavy and fragrant in the cold air. Minnie and Estella walked either side of me, their mama ahead, pointing out to Mr Penhale this newly planted shrub, that stark, twiggy tree which would be a mass of blossom in the spring.


Daniel, having to stoop to catch Mrs Vaisey’s comments, turned from time to time to include us in the conversation. All that I particularly remarked about him then was his good manners, being more watchful of the girls’ behaviour which, though improved, still left much to be desired, their former governess before her retirement having been too old to cope with such ebullient, spoiled young misses.


Then, a day or so afterwards, a few moments when I could observe him more closely and feel the first stirrings of – not liking, that was too strong a word – but perhaps of empathy.


We stood on the wide staircase with the girls hurrying ahead to remove their cloaks and warm chilled hands at the schoolroom fire. Daniel, descending, had paused to comment on the sharpness of the frosty morning and, when my charges were out of earshot, to remark that Minnie and Estella were turning into charming girls, whereas his memory of them from a previous visit had been, well, of a rather boisterous pair.


‘You seem, Miss Beardmore, to have wrought a remarkable change for the better. When did you take up your post here?’


‘In September, Mr Penhale.’


‘Really? A mere four months ago?’


He had unusual colouring. His hair was flax-pale, worn long and inclined to curl about his ears, yet he did not have the fair, easily reddened complexion that made the sun such a trial to so many English people. His skin had the kind of smooth golden cast that would turn to a rich brown should he be out of doors much and his eyebrows were dark and straight above eyes that were a deep greenish-blue. That sea-dappled gaze was steady and intent upon my face as I said, ‘The credit cannot all be mine, sir. The natural progress of growth towards maturity often has a quietening effect on high-spirited children.’


‘To be sure, but I have watched you together and I see a respect for you on their part that was certainly not in evidence with their last governess. They seem happier for it, too.’


That was all, but the brief conversation left an agreeable flavour in my mind. There had been none of the forced heartiness or condescension I associated with people who considered that a mere governess, a creature indisputably above the servants yet of little social standing, should be grateful to be noticed. He had spoken naturally, as one genuinely interested in my charges and my care of them.


Whenever he was in the house after that Mr Penhale made a point of stopping to exchange a few words and even, surprisingly, accompanying Mr Vaisey on his weekly visit to the schoolroom. He stood quietly by while Minnie, whose love of the outdoors I was attempting to channel into more sensible activities than teasing the gardener’s boy or gathering spiders to set free in the house and frighten the maids, showed off her nature diary with its pressed flowers and accounts of the animals we saw on our walks, and Estella read a few paragraphs from a ladies’ magazine on the new season’s fashions which she had translated into tolerable French. Her papa, not understanding a word, smiled proudly, the smile turning to a frown when he learned of the frivolous subject matter as Estella excitedly showed him the magazine and explained that Mama had promised she might have a satin gown with a pleated skirt and puffed gauze sleeves, similar to the one she had spoken about, for the summer, when she would be sixteen and quite of an age to wear something so grown-up. It was Mr Penhale who smoothed over the moment by saying how much more sensible it was for a young lady to have a French vocabulary dealing with fashion rather than having her head filled with all manner of abstruse words which would be of no possible use to her in later life. And cast an approving glance at me over Mr Vaisey’s bent head, which unaccountably warmed me. I realised he understood as well as I that pretty Estella would never settle to study unless her fickle attention was caught by some subject dear to her shallow heart.


But none of this could possibly have prepared me for our final encounter in Mr Vaisey’s well-stocked though little-used library. It seemed quite accidental that Mr Penhale should be there, leafing through a book. But of course it was not accidental at all.


I halted when I saw him, prepared to retreat, but he snapped the book shut, returned it to the shelf and said coolly, ‘Ah, Miss Beardmore, just the person I hoped to see. Forgive me if I beg a few moments of your time on a private matter.’


‘It is rather late,’ I said, somewhat piqued. Most evenings I slipped into the library after the Vaiseys had retired to bed and before the maids came to damp down the fire and put out the candles. I had come to value this little solitary interlude when I could return a book I had borrowed and take my time to make a further selection. ‘Perhaps tomorrow, sir . . .’


‘I shall be leaving early. And it is important that I state my case so that you may have time to consider it.’


‘What case is this?’ I asked, puzzled.


‘I rush ahead. Please, will you sit a moment?’ He smiled. The smile disarmed me. He was a man whose manner, generally, was grave, sometimes abstracted as though he was lost in thought. But his smile surprised me into realising he was not nearly so middle-aged or staid as Mr Vaisey. For the first time I realised that he was a handsome man with high cheekbones and a firm, shapely mouth, and that some inner excitement sparked a light of boyish eagerness in the sea-blue eyes.


That was the moment when I should have left. We were alone, it was late and a woman in my position must be above any suspicion of irregular behaviour if she values the regard of her employer. Instead, and against all the principals I had resolutely set myself when I first decided to move from my mother’s orbit, I hesitated. And having hesitated, it seemed churlish to do other than allow myself to sit for a moment – remaining, of course, straight-backed, composed, head tilted in an attitude of cool formality, so that should a maid come upon us there could be no possible misinterpretation of our circumstances.


Daniel did not sit. He strode about as he talked, as though impelled by an uncontainable nervous energy. ‘Miss Beardmore,’ he began, ‘I ask only one favour: that you do not condemn my proposition out of hand. I should like you to consider it carefully in the coming weeks. I shall make it my business to return to Portsmouth in early March and you may give me your answer then. Do I have your agreement on this?’


Mystified and more then ever curious, I said firmly, ‘I cannot promise any such thing, Mr Penhale, not knowing what it is you want of me. However, I am willing to listen to what you say, which must be of some importance or you would not have waylaid me in this fashion.’


‘Of course you are right. It was too much to expect. As to waylaying you, yes, I am guilty of it, but I could see no other means. I shall not take longer than is necessary.’ He strode about as he talked, long legs in white nankeen trousers scissoring across the Turkey carpet, black coat-tails flying. ‘First, it is necessary that I say something of myself. I am a widower with a daughter of nine years old, my wife, Meraud, having drowned in a tragic accident when my daughter, Kensa, was still a babe in arms.’


‘Charming names,’ I said politely. ‘Unusual.’


‘Cornish. The language itself is no longer used in common parlance, though some words remain to colour the local dialect. My wife inherited a name which had been in her family for generations.’ He waved this digression aside a touch impatiently. ‘It is not of my late wife I wish to speak, but of my daughter.’ There was an imperceptible softening in his tone. ‘She is a delightful child, very pretty, but delicate, and her poor health has been a great source of worry to me over the years. The brewery and maltings that I own in Plymouth oblige me to be a good deal of time there, where I have a modest residence, but Kensa is happiest and most comfortable away from the noise and press of the town. She stays much of the time at Kildower, the house in Cornwall that I inherited from the man who adopted me – and more than likely saved me from transportation or worse – when I was a poor orphan brat thieving to keep myself alive in the stews of Plymouth.’


I had been of a mind to interrupt, to say that if his daughter was in need of a governess, then he must look elsewhere, for I was perfectly satisfied with my present employment. But that last sentence brought me up short.


The blue eyes regarded me gravely. ‘I trust your sensibilities are not offended by my frankness, Miss Beardmore. As a gently reared person you will perhaps find it difficult to comprehend my life as it was then, but I feel I should make it quite plain that I have no grand connections, nor indeed any connections at all. I was born in Devonport, a town near to Plymouth, to a servant girl who was cast out of her position and reduced to penury when she formed an unfortunate liaison with a seaman from one of the Scandinavian countries. She was not certain which country, only that he was blond-haired and blue-eyed and could scarce string two words together in English. However, their alliance was soon severed when she told him she was with child. He made haste back to where he came from and she never again saw him.’


Daniel smiled wryly. ‘My adoptive father had a history much the same as myself, which I believe created a bond between us despite the unfortunate circumstances of our first meeting. However, by the time I knew Saul Penhale he was made hard from a lifetime at sea in which he had eventually captained his own vessel. He was always reluctant to speak of the manner in which he had gained his wealth – it was very likely some form of privateering during the war with the French from which many legally, or illegally, gained – but a fall down a companionway had left him with a crippled leg and in constant pain so he was forced to turn his back on the seafaring life. It was a kindly fate that threw us together that day . . . a lonely man, uncertain of his direction now he was landfast, and an urchin who attempted to pluck coppers from his pocket.’


He chuckled deep in his throat. ‘I shall never forget the terror of the moment when that beefy fist hauled me into the air and a voice that was used to making itself heard above storm and tempest thundered terrible oaths in my ear. I thought my end had come, but when he brought my face up level with his, all he said was, “By God, I thought I’d a fine catch, but ’tis naught but a jack-sharp and a puny one at that. I’d turn you over to the constable to clap in gaol save you’re so skinny you’d be like to escape through the keyhole. Reckon you need a dish of tripe and onions to put some meat on your bones before I decide the best punishment.” He promptly hauled me into the nearest chop house and ordered me the finest meal I’d had in my life. When I was finished and he had prised from me that since my mother had coughed her lungs away months before I had been scavenging around the docks and alleys, he said he had need of a willing lad to clean his boots and run his errands and that as he’d taken a liking to the cut of my jib he was inclined to offer this fine position to me.’


The pacing stopped. Daniel stared into the dying embers of the fire, caught up in a vision I could not see, but could imagine the more vividly perhaps for its recounting in such a calm tone of voice. Then, seeming to recollect himself, he said, ‘The outcome, Miss Beardmore, you see for yourself.’ He shrugged in some embarrassment. ‘For better or worse he turned me into a gentleman. I was the son he had never had. He became devoted to me and I to him. Once the bond was forged between us all his endeavours were concentrated on ensuring that I should never want. I was clothed, fed and educated. He invested his money shrewdly, his main investment being to buy a small, run-down brewery which he built up to a good business. But he became more and more reclusive after he bought Kildower, which he came across in one of his solitary rides. This man, whose life until then had been bound up by the sea, succumbed instantly and powerfully to the allure of the neglected house and its wild gardens. He thereafter devoted himself to wresting Kildower back from dereliction. I was twenty-one by the time Kildower was restored to beauty and that summer, as though the house had gobbled up all his strength, Saul Penhale succumbed to a brain fever. When he recovered, the doctor advised him that his constitution was so seriously weakened that he would not see the winter out and it would be prudent to set his affairs in order. Old Saul sent for his lawyer and made everything, including Kildower, over to me, requesting only that he might be left to live out what little time he had left in peace and tranquillity in the house he loved.’


‘How sad,’ I said, feeling some comment on his extraordinary story was called for. ‘To have worked so long and then not be able properly to enjoy the fruits of your labours.’


‘Do not waste your sympathy, Miss Beardmore.’ His tone was amused. ‘It is twelve years since the doctor pronounced his verdict, but Saul Penhale was ever contrary. He is now well over eighty and though frail still manages to spend much of the day wandering the countryside alone. The rest of the time he lives solitary in his rooms. Which is perhaps as well, for anyone he meets he is like to shower with insults. He has not mellowed, you see, but grown more crabbed and eccentric with the years.’


Daniel faced me squarely, hands laced at his back, chin tucked into his crisply folded cravat. He regarded me from under his straight brows. ‘So there you have it. A brief account of my life, which though satisfactory in many ways – my business is much expanded and, with Mr Vaisey shipping my light ale to the Baltic countries where it is highly prized, looks set to improve even further – is less so in others. You see, a man who must be absent from his household needs the assurance, if he is to be comfortable in his mind, that while he is away all will run smoothly and harmoniously. Of course there are servants at Kildower who are paid to perform the many tasks a house of its size demands, but one can never entirely rely on servants, especially young ones, who are like to up and leave if something does not suit them or to get up to all manner of sly tricks if they are not supervised properly. It is a constant worry to me when I am away that I have no one whom I might totally trust to oversee the welfare of my old father and my daughter, who though admirably cared for by her nurse will need more worldly advice and instruction as she grows older . . .’ He broke off, then said carefully, ‘Miss Beardmore, to be quite plain, I am in need of a wife. I feel you could fulfil that role admirably.’


Shock rendered me speechless for a moment. I had an odd sense of disorientation, as though this quiet room, with the familiar furniture, the bookshelves, the dying fire, was totally strange and I an alien being trapped within it. ‘But that is impossible!’ The words burst out. ‘You know nothing of me!’


‘I know you have many qualities that I find most agreeable. You have a firm but kindly way with children, you are intelligent, diligent, well mannered – though not subservient – and, above all, you are a serene person, quietly confident of her own abilities.’


‘The observations of one week’s acquaintance!’ I said. ‘That is nothing at all!’ But he was unperturbed.


‘I have also gleaned from the Vaiseys a little of your background. How you and your widowed mother have lived abroad for many years and returned to England only when she became ill last summer. That now she lives quietly in the country on a modest annuity and you are obliged to earn a living, as you always have done. You have excellent references from several titled Italian families to whom you gave English lessons while living in Venice and Florence and a glowing recommendation from a family friend, Sir Richard Merton, a person well thought of in scientific circles for his papers on magnetic electricity.’


So many half-truths mingled with the true facts. They stabbed my conscience like sharp slivers of glass. All those regrettable white lies that were necessary if one was to obtain a position with decent, respectable people. For what sensible mama would entrust her young daughters, who must, naturally, be shielded from undesirable influences, to someone whose background was unstable at the best, ramshackle at the worst, and whose mother was a living example of the worst kind of radical immorality. I rose to my feet. ‘I see no point in continuing this conversation, sir.’


‘No? Then look at the proposition in another way. I have given some intimation of what you could do for me – care for my child and my old father, oversee my household – but think what I might do for you, Miss Beardmore. I am a wealthy man and although I have always lived quite plainly, I would have no objection should you wish to live in a more lively, sociable fashion. You would have a beautiful country home to organise and entertain in as you wish and another in Plymouth itself so as to attend any entertainments or exhibitions in which you may be interested. And I would be happy to settle a generous sum on your mama – indeed, if she is so minded, there is room to spare at Kildower, where she would be welcome to spend her declining years.’


The sudden, tempting, ridiculous picture of myself as mistress of a grand house fled as I saw my mother as Daniel believed her to be. I had to choke back a threatening bubble of laughter at the thought of Mama transformed into a sweet, grey-haired gentlewoman nodding over her crochet in the chimney corner. ‘I think not,’ I said, gently. I began to move to the door.


He put out a hand as though he would restrain me, then recollected himself and stood motionless once more, saying, ‘I asked in the beginning that you should not condemn my proposition out of hand. I beg you now to let the idea lie fallow in your mind until I return and that in the interim we may write to each other in order to further our friendship.’ He hesitated, then said slowly, the words dragging painfully as though from a dark and private misery, ‘I do not ask or expect that we should fall in love with each other, Miss Beardmore. I have known the agony and the rapture of that relentless passion. I would not wish to know it again.’


I stopped, compelled to do so by the harsh emotion in his voice, sensing the loneliness underlying his words and feeling its shivering echo in my own heart. I felt the delicate tendrils of compassion undermining the stout defences of common sense.


‘It is friendship I seek, Miss Beardmore,’ he said, ‘and companionship. I think we might build a marriage better than many on those two sturdy foundations.’


I could walk from the room. I could close the door behind me and forget this odd incident had ever happened. I could turn my back on Daniel Penhale, a lonely man. And yet . . . and yet . . . I felt myself caught by his story.


With my hand on the door I said, ‘I shall not commit myself, but if you wish to write, sir, I shall answer your letters.’ Then turning sharply, because I could not let him go away believing that I was this perfect, agreeable, genteel person, I said almost defiantly, ‘There is much you should learn about me. But I would warn you, if once you know of it perhaps you will wish to withdraw the offer you have made.’


I slept badly that night, my mind scrabbling over that unbelievable, shocking, stimulating conversation. Well before the first maids were up I had lit my candle and, the scratch of my pen loud in the stillness, had begun to write down all that I must honestly confess to Daniel Penhale before we should meet again. Whether I should ever send the account to him remained to be seen. So I told myself. But even when grey daylight took the power from the dancing candle flame and spread its cold clarity into my small room, I knew that an altogether different flame lit my mind and my imagination. Daniel Penhale had ignited it and it would not be easily extinguished.


My mother was born in Bovey Tracey in the county of Devonshire to middle-aged parents and had married young. At nineteen she had run away after a winter ague had carried off her elderly husband. ‘A cold, carping man, your papa – my parents’ choice, naturally. How cruel and unfeeling they were to their only child! But I was born to them too late. I was an interruption, a nuisance, and far too pretty and talented for their peace of mind. They could scarcely wait to have me off their hands, married and safe from unsuitable admirers. They were impatient, too, because I pleaded with them constantly to allow me to have more drawing materials, more paints, more painting lessons. They saw such an occupation as frivolous and useless, when I should be concerning myself with practical domestic matters. They could not look into my heart and see the passion that burned in my soul with an unrelenting flame to record what I saw around me on paper or canvas.’


I had heard the story many times. How these unknown grandparents of mine had arranged her marriage when she was seventeen years old to a corn merchant in the town, a widower with a middle-aged son and grandchildren older than she was. The week after his death, a scant two years later, Mama had walked out of the house in Bovey and never gone back.


‘Such an adventure, my dear! I had nothing with me but a few shillings I had saved from the meagre housekeeping I was allowed by my skinflint husband, the clothes I stood up in, gruesome widow’s weeds, and my child.’ At this point she would always favour me with a sentimental smile. ‘Ah, but you were a pretty little scrap at six months old, with the sunniest of natures.’ A regretful sigh. ‘It was the greatest pity that as you grew up your hair darkened to that mousey brown and you took on a look of your unlamented papa, who exhibited no refinement or delicacy in his features. Unfortunate, too, that you developed so many of Thomas’s less pleasing traits – a prickly stubbornness and a certain dourness of nature tending towards secrecy and severity.’


Here, the strong, thin fingers would make an elegant, dismissive gesture. ‘Indeed, since you have grown to womanhood I see so little of myself in you that I am inclined towards serious disappointment. Especially since out of this contrary inclination of yours you have chosen to disregard the more interesting, artistic talents – and you need not frown in that disagreeable manner for you know the truth of it – that you have undoubtedly inherited from your mama . . . but where was I? Ah, yes, fleeing to London with my babe and my few shillings, to seek sanctuary with those I could call true friends . . .’


She had run to find shelter with a man who, three years previously, had spent the summer in Bovey Tracey. William Woodley was a young artist drawn by its grandeur to paint the moorland scenery but not averse to turning his hand to painting a portrait of someone’s prize pig or to giving drawing lessons to the daughters and wives of any gentlemen with the means to pay his fees. Grandfather had, grudgingly, been persuaded to allow Mama to join several other young ladies to be tutored by Mr Woodley at the house of a respectable neighbour.


‘The other girls were dull, plodding creatures with no more brains in their heads than the sheep who ran on the moorland slopes. It was inevitable that an instant sympathy sprang up between William and myself. It was the meeting of like minds. William saw how it was with me, the daughter of philistine parents, imprisoned by convention. An artistic talent doomed to be suppressed like a flower crushed in the bud before it has a chance to bloom to its full glory. I was eager, unschooled of course, my gifts raw, but that summer – ah, that long, warm summer – I drank in everything that he taught me and demanded more. I had such hopes, such a fever to learn. William was constantly astonished at my progress, at the inspiration I showed. But at summer’s end he returned to London. There were no more drawing lessons.’


Here, dramatically, she would pace about in agitation. ‘I was fastened once more in the fetters of this little backwater and I felt more trapped than ever because I had tasted a little of what life could be. Worse, Papa, sensing my rebellious mood and beginning to regret his leniency, packed me off to the house of an invalid friend, a reclusive man whose wife, lonely in that bleak place on the moor and without relatives or children of her own, was in need of companionship through the dark winter months. I could readily see that in such a desolate place one might go mad out of loneliness! I swear I almost did. Especially since the old couple followed Papa’s edicts to the letter and allowed no spare-time occupation other than plain sewing and mending or the reading of improving books. Never was I so glad when spring came and I was released from this bondage. I could almost have flung my arms about Papa and hugged him when he came to fetch me home, though he would have thrust me off, for he was a man much against any show of affection. I was ecstatic – but for such a short while. For on the journey home, between grumbling at the state of the road and the laggardly pace of the horse, Papa informed me that I was to exchange one form of bondage for another. A marriage had been arranged in my absence.’


At this point my mother’s shoulders would sag and her head droop, as though she took upon herself all the cares of the world. As a child I had rushed to comfort her. ‘Mama, do not be sad. I am here with you. I will do everything to make you happy.’ But her martyred smile would tell me what a poor and insignificant thing my love for her was compared to the agonies – the indignities – she had suffered.


I suffered with her – for her – with each retelling. But as I grew older, traitorous thoughts would make me uncomfortable as the performance, for performance it was, was re-enacted to impress some confidante, I the silent observer.


I wondered about my unknown grandparents, my unknown father. Had they been so unremittingly cruel as Mama insisted? Or was the tale twisted, as I knew she was capable of, to put herself in a sympathetic light and feed her sense of drama? And what of William Woodley’s young wife? Mama showed scant regard for a woman who had been kind enough to take her in when she arrived penniless on William’s Camden Town doorstep after her flight from Devon, dismissing her, airily, as a placid, cow-like creature with no thought in her head beyond the ordering of the next meal. ‘I had it in me to feel sorry for William, tied to this domestic millstone. It was at his family’s insistence that he married her. He would have lost his inheritance otherwise, his father being narrow-minded and disapproving of his son’s mode of occupation and radical ideas. William’s was such a free and intelligent spirit. I fear in later years she held him back, for he never fulfilled his great promise.’


The few works of his that I had seen I thought third-rate and lacklustre, but Mama would not have it. I had given up trying to persuade her otherwise.


‘You have little judgement!’ She would draw herself up, her nostrils flaring with indignation. ‘His work had subtle qualities imperceptible to the untrained eye. And as one who has turned her back on the finer things in life you are scarcely in a position to pass an opinion, Sophy. No, he made a grave mistake when he married. She did him no good at all.’


Except love him, support him, give him sons, attend to his correspondence, turn a blind eye to his amours and run his home efficiently so that his artistic mind need never be troubled with domestic problems.


I was too young to have had any true remembrance of her, but occasionally a shaft of yellow sunlight making a particular pattern on a flagged floor or a snatch of song sung in a young, light voice would bring a sudden nostalgic longing. The memory was so formless as to slide away in the blink of an eyelid. Yet I believe it was from that time this feeling came. I think Mrs Woodley must have been very gentle and kind to a child whose mother was all too often preoccupied with her own interests. I heard that after her husband died, she opened a coffee house, made a great success of it and spent her profits feeding and clothing beggar children she gathered from the gutters.


The Woodleys had been married several years when Mama had taken shelter with them. Within a very short time, Mama and William had discovered that their rapport was more than intellectual. Mrs Woodley, breeding her second child and sickly, was confined to the house when, apparently without a qualm, William embarked upon a three-month painting tour of Switzerland, taking with him his talented protégée and her infant daughter.


William’s irregular liaison with Mama was to last but a few months longer than their return to Camden Town. Mama’s beauty and charm were already making an impression among the artistic and radical circles in which William Woodley moved. She soaked up the flattery and attention, was swept along by the swell of heady new ideas. She snatched eagerly at the tenets of radical thinking most conveniently relevant to her own circumstances: free love, atheism and the principles of feminist rights. She swept out of William Woodley’s arms and into the embrace of a rich young man, a would-be poet, intent on squandering his inheritance on fine living and beautiful women. Infatuated, he carried her off to Brussels in order that she might further her painting studies. ‘It was eighteen months of bliss. He was so generous. I wanted for nothing. Nor did you, Sophy. But I had my Art to pursue. It had to end. We parted friends and went our separate ways.’


Was it then a false memory I had? Of my own terrified screams rising to match the crash of flung objects, the violence of screeching arguments, of being torn from the arms of my weeping nurse and bundled out into the dark and cold?


‘We went to the sun, then. My spirit had begun to crave the hot, rich colours of the south. I had heard so much of Florence. Oh, and I was not disappointed. My senses were dazzled. I was giddy with the abundance of beauty. Churches, galleries, palaces – masterpieces in sculptured stone and marble in themselves and each crammed with paintings and sculptures – it was almost too much. I remember one morning standing before Ghirlandaio’s Birth of the Virgin in Santa Maria Novella and feeling such a sense of despair at my own insignificant talents that I ran from the church in tears. I was sated, glutted on beauty. So much so, that I had to retire to the tranquillity of the countryside to recover before I could even consider going on to Rome.’


So the pattern of our lives was set; my mother forever restlessly in pursuit of a goal I could not comprehend. Some vision, some key to harmony or contentment or knowledge that might be found in Paris, Venice, Rome then back again, always, to Florence. We became part of the ever-shifting populace of artists . . . painters, musicians, poets, novelists, who crossed from the British Isles to the continent in search of enlightenment and inspiration. Some, like Lord Byron himself, had private means or the prospect of inheritance to borrow against, like his fellow Radical, Shelley. They could afford to flout convention. Respectable society might throw up its collective hands in horror at the latest gossip about their shocking manner of living, but it made little difference to the offenders. For the rest, the ones like Mama without connections or a private income, they must shift as best they could to make a tolerable living.


Mama was doubly burdened because she was a woman alone. And a woman, at that, who was beautiful beyond the ordinary and who challenged the world with her bold, dark eyes.


She worked constantly, concentrating more and more on portraiture. She had a gift for catching an expression, of creating an image that was livelier, more attractive than the reality. She excelled at making a pleasing harmony of flesh tones against embroidered velvet, a fall of lace, a swathe of crisp lawn frills. As the years went by she made a modest, if irregular, living from these portraits.


To me it always seemed incongruous that my strong-minded, intense and passionate mother should have such a flair for turning out pastelly-delicate pictures only a whisker short of sentimentality. But there it was. It made me wonder if somewhere in her heart or spirit there was, locked away, some gentler, more conventional aspect that she would never openly acknowledge.


Whatever money she made never lasted long. We were forever teetering on the verge of insolvency because she scorned frugality. Money was made to be spent on clothes and paints and a round of pleasure, not saved against leaner times. Yet it was the days when we were poorest and alone that were the happiest for me. We might have to quit comfortable lodgings and remove to some bug-ridden hole where we existed on stale bread and bruised fruit, but these were the times when we were closest. If she wept with despair I was the only one left to comfort her. If we were unable to afford candles or wood for the stove we huddled together and she would tell me magical stories about the moors where she had grown up, of enchantments and piskies and giant black hounds. By day we would walk, my hand in hers, and I would learn to look as she looked. At the inky blues and umbers staining a shadow, at the patterns of lichen on a tree trunk, at the way the midday sun sucked colour from the sky. I stored this knowledge away carefully and on the scraps of canvas and paper Mama gave me I would try to create a picture of my own when she was busy at her easel with a new commission.


I was her darling then, her pet, to kiss and hug and spoil with attention. It was the other times that I remember as dark and desolate. When she had money . . . and when she was in love.


With a portrait painted and the fee paid she would suddenly recollect that she had been lax in her maternal duties. ‘Dear God, what a little urchin you have become these last weeks. We shall see about new clothes this very day. Why, you could be mistaken for one of the brats who run wild in the piazza! And it is time you had some schooling or you will become ignorant as a beggar’s child.’


So I would be packed off. If I was lucky, to somewhere close by, under the tutelage of an indigent spinster from the British community who would treat me with chilly disapproval because of my raffish background, only to be summarily taken away when the money ran out. If I was unlucky – and my luck generally evaporated at moments when Mama’s concern for my education coincided with the onset of a distracting and consuming new love in her life – I would be despatched, despite my tears and protests, farther afield to a convent in the Tuscany hills. Despite Mama’s professed abhorrence of religion, she found it convenient at these times to set aside her prejudices.


I spent several wretched spells there. Never staying long enough to become part of the cliques and giggling friendships of the other girls that could have made bearable the harsh discipline and austerity of the regimen that the sisters imposed, but long enough to convince me that the purgatory of which the sisters spoke so constantly could be no worse than the fear and misery that was my shadow. Each day that I was there dawned bright with the hope that this was the day Mama would come and rescue me, and die with my homesick tears soaking the pillow. I felt that I was being punished by Mama for some unknown crime for her to have incarcerated me in this hushed, alien world of bells and rules and incomprehensible rituals. I could not even write to tell her of my distress. The fortnightly letter we were allowed was inspected for misspellings, blots and sentiments that might reflect badly on the convent. Mine were frequently torn up by Sister Ignatius, my knuckles soundly rapped with the short cane she always carried, and I was made to rewrite the one page allowed with bland, reassuring phrases. Mama’s scrappy notes to me were infrequent and full of exhortations to be a good girl and take full advantage of the excellent tuition. I was bewildered that she could not know the sort of existence to which she had condemned me.


Sooner or later the sentence would be over, the prisoner released. Mama, tiring of her latest passion or once more finding herself in the annoying position of being unable to pay the convent’s fees, would sweep me off and smother me with hugs and kisses, crying, ‘My precious child. What a fond, foolish mama I have been, to deny myself your company for so long. Oh, how I have missed you! Yet what else could I have done, knowing that your needs must always come first? But I shall be selfish and keep you by me from now on!’


And my chilled heart would grow so warm again, that I was willing to forget all that I had been through, so that I could not spoil the bliss of reunion by complaints, and buried all the hurt deep in my mind. Until the next time.


When I was twelve and growing plainer and gawkier by the day, Mama fell quite desperately in love with a French poet ten years younger than herself. He had repaired to Florence, where one could, if one was delicately placed financially, live very cheaply, though the rooms he had rented, he sighed, were somewhat damp, which was detrimental to his weak chest, and the smells from a noisome midden below his window were très désagréable . . .


Mama was enraptured by his languid good looks, by his exquisite manners, by the throaty cadences of his heavily accented English. It seemed ridiculous – he apparently being equally entranced by her – that he should be forced to remain in that squalid quarter when we had an airy apartment. So he moved in and Mama was delirious – ethereal – with a happiness I had never seen in her before. Perhaps it really was the one true love in her life as she ever after declared it to be. Or perhaps, with the first stirrings of womanhood within my own body, I was more sensitive to her emotional state, to the workings of her mind. Whatever it was, I sensed that Jean Pierre presented a threat to me far more lasting and dangerous than any other of Mama’s lovers.


I was at this time having some indifferent but agreeable schooling at the house of a Mrs Constantine, the wealthy widow of a Lancashire mill owner who, with her daughters and their governess, repaired for a few months each year in spring and early summer to a large villa on the outskirts of Florence, returning to England before the heat became too oppressive.


Mama had recently painted a portrait of the eight-year-old twins, imbuing their podgy features with a cherubic delicacy they did not possess and refining their plump arms and hands to a perfection of white skin against the rose pink of their much-befrilled dresses. Mrs Constantine expressed herself delighted beyond all expectations with the portrait. She was a florid and talkative woman somewhat despised and largely ignored by the English residents because her money was new and she herself had a roughness about her that spoke of a less than genteel ancestry, but she was shrewd, and intent on giving her daughters all the advantages she had clearly never had. During one of the sittings she had overheard me chattering and laughing to our landlady on the back stairs and begged Mama to allow me to visit her daughters at the villa.


‘Your Sophy has a right good command of the language, and of French, too, she tells me,’ she said. ‘Yon governess came with excellent references and she’s a decent enough young woman, but languages are not her strong point. She gets in a right pother if she has to say more than “Good morning” to the servants, so if you could spare Sophy for a few hours each day, just to talk to them and play with them so’s they’ll pick up a bit of Italian, I’d reckon it a favour, Mrs Beardmore. And Sophy might as well sit in on their proper lessons if you’re agreeable and take dinner with them afterwards.’


Mama sprang at the chance and for a few short weeks I made the daily journey on foot to the Villa Rosa. It was a happy house, the governess young and gentle and given to pleasing ideas about fresh air and exercise, so a great deal of time was spent walking in the garden and the olive grove beyond while Miss Armitage pointed to various objects and I repeated the Italian names.


But it could not last, like most things in my short life. The Constantines would soon be leaving. And Mama had met Jean Pierre.


Now I am able to understand how it must have been for her. Then, I only felt the bitter bewilderment of rejection. She was in the grip of so strong a desire that it bred a terrible insecurity. She saw me as an inconvenience. No, more than that, a threat. A constant reminder to herself and to Jean Pierre that she had reached her thirties while he had scarcely turned twenty. Of course, she told herself, these age differences scarcely mattered in one so mature as he, while she herself was still so very young in appearance and outlook. Love, that mysterious alchemy, knew no barriers of age or condition. All the same, perhaps it would be for the best if there were no reminders at all.


‘I have the greatest plans for you,’ she cried, on a brilliant morning with the sunshine slanting through the shutters like slices of yellow butter. ‘I have decided to spare you from the wicked heat of the coming months. Look how you suffered last year when you took that dreadful fever in Venice. I swear it was the effluvia rising from the canals that caused it and I should never forgive myself if you were so ill again when you might be living in a healthier place. I wept for a day and a night when your hair had to be cropped! You looked such a pathetically shorn lamb and it has grown back so wispy and fine that I fear it has quite lost all its lustre. Besides, you are beginning to speak English with an accent as thick as a Tuscan peasant. No, no, do not argue. It is the truth. You are sadly in need of a good schooling in a cooler climate.’


‘But you promised I should not go to the convent again! You promised, Mama. And I do not mind the heat. Truly! I am happy here, with you.’


‘Silly child! It is not the convent, but somewhere far superior, where you will be blissfully content among girls similarly placed to yourself whose parents live in tropical places. I have made the most extensive enquiries and received excellent testimonials for the establishment, which is very prettily situated on the outskirts of Salisbury in Wiltshire so as to take advantage of the healthy breezes for which the area is noted.’


‘Salisbury? Wiltshire? But where is this Salisbury? Oh, I hope it is nearer than the convent.’


‘That I should have allowed you to become so ignorant!’ she cried, throwing up her hands in pretended horror. ‘I see now that I should have sent you home to complete your education long since. Why, Salisbury is in England, you little goose, where you were born.’


‘But this is my home,’ I wailed. ‘With you, Mama. Please don’t make me go.’


I was allowed no protest. I was put in charge of Mrs Constantine when she left Florence. Mama smothered me with kisses as I clung to her, weeping. Then she thrust me off briskly. ‘I shall write often, my pet. And I shall send for you as soon as maybe. It will be no time at all before we are together again.’ But this promise, like too many of Mama’s promises, was so much chaff in the wind. It was a full four years before the summons came.






My darling.


I have been through the pains of hell and I can only now bear to write. It is six weeks since my beloved Jean Pierre was set upon, robbed and murdered by villains, and I have been so ill and distraught since the terrible events of that night that my trembling fingers can even now scarcely hold this pen. I am, in my weakness, desperate for a sight once more of my child, my flesh and blood. How I have yearned to have you at my side these past years! But you will realise that it was for your sake – for your health, your education – that I sacrificed all my maternal instincts on the altar of duty. You have been the sole benefactor of this long separation, for I am a woman broken in heart and spirit – indeed I feel I shall never again have the energy to rise from my sickbed. Only you can bring me comfort now. I am desperate to look upon the face of my child before it is too late. I am entrusting you to the care of someone who has proved himself a good friend in the past, Sir Richard Merton, a patron of the arts and sciences who has bought several of my paintings on his regular visits to Italy. He will escort you to Florence. Hurry to me, my darling girl . . .








It was the moment I had yearned for, yet I was anguished beyond words at the tone of the letter. And, had the reason for my leaving been happier, I should not have wished to leave Salisbury in such a rush. Within the plain stone building that housed Miss Smythe’s Academy for Young Ladies, which had seemed at first in my distress much like the prison the convent had been, I had benefited from a great deal of kindness. I had grown to appreciate the ordered calm of days devoted to study, evenings to quiet recreation, the regular if monotonous diet. Sunday walks two by two, to morning service at the cathedral and, above all, the lessons with the drawing master, Mr Gardener, who singled me out for special praise and persuaded Miss Smythe that, as I had a feeling for landscape, extra tuition should be considered. Miss Smythe had already tactfully solved the problem of my fees (the draft often arrived late with profuse notes of apology from Mama, or in dribs and drabs with no apology and twice not at all) by engaging me to instruct the little ones in their letters by way of making up the shortfall. With the practical kindness that caused her pupils to bless the day they had been consigned to her care, she arranged for me to pay for the extra tuition by assisting Madamoiselle Hubert, who was becoming rather deaf, in her language classes. Which was scarcely a burden, for I enjoyed the experience greatly. Indeed, I would willingly have scrubbed floors or scoured greasy pans in order to be granted the privilege of the extra lessons that gave me the chance to set up my easel along the banks of the Avon, on some chalky downland height or in a picturesque corner of Salisbury itself, and sketch or paint under Mr Gardener’s watchful eye.


But though it was a wrench to leave Salisbury, I was more than anxious to be gone in case Mama . . . No! I must tear my mind from the terrible possibility that I might be too late, though my sleep was interrupted by the most dreadful nightmares until Sir Richard arrived three days later.


‘My dear Miss Sophy,’ he boomed after I had shyly made my curtsey and he had taken my hand in his big paw and shaken it vigorously, ‘I am delighted to inform you that by the very same mail that I received a missive similar to yours from your mother, I heard from an acquaintance in Florence – the letter was written more than a week later, but the foreign mails, as you will know, are never reliable – that Mrs Beardmore had made a recovery that was perfectly miraculous and had been seen taking the air quite restored to her normal spirits. Is that not good news?’ He beamed at me. ‘Now, come, my dear, we must make haste if we are to reach Portsmouth in time to catch the Genoa packet. With these good tidings to hearten us, our journey will be a happy one. Indeed, it will be my pleasure to make it as comfortable and interesting for you as I am able.’


I was weak with relief and suddenly impatient to be on my way. And there was, thankfully, no time for long farewells. All of a sudden my trunks were on the hired chaise, we were rattling towards Portsmouth and I found myself nervously assessing this man in whose company I must travel.


I was shy and awkward with him at first, for he was overlarge in person and in character and he had a booming voice that seemed extra loud after the genteel female tones I had grown used to. But I soon warmed to him, as I observed most of our fellow passengers did when we embarked on the packet, because he was quite without guile and unfailingly cheerful and considerate, even to the three tiresome spinster sisters forever twittering about their ailments and morbidly certain that every thief and murderer in Rome, where they were to visit their brother, would be lying in wait for them.


Sir Richard was a big, shambling, untidy man in his middle years. His hair sprang from his head in a wiry grey frizz as though startled by the energy of the intellect beneath, for his was a mind that had a great openness and a depth of knowledge that made journeying with him a fascinating experience. Any curiosity observed, from a school of dolphins to the workings of the sextant, would bring forth a scholarly and lucid address on the subject. By the time we reached Genoa the three maiden ladies were almost brought to blushing tears when they took their leave, each having fallen a little in love with him. Not that his was a flirtatious nature. On the contrary. It was merely that he would bring the same quality of attention to a dreary account of an attack of neuralgia as he would when he questioned the captain on the manner and method of the rigging. Besides, as I came to understand later, there was only one woman he wanted – my mother. Upon her he bestowed the dogged devotion of a man who, until he met her, had been a contented bachelor, too absorbed in his many diverse interests to be sidetracked by thoughts of marriage. The scientific studies and experiments with electricity and steam power that he pursued in his Hampstead mansion, his trips about the country to attend lectures and demonstrations, his travels abroad in search of paintings and sculptures to add to his collection, had been enough to fill his days. Until he met Hannah Beardmore. And once captivated, was held unshakeably in love and tenaciously devoted.


I came to believe he was as fascinated and amused by the mercurial, self-seeking, venal side of her character as by her beauty, her independence and her bold spirit, and for all his lack of experience with women he had a way of managing her that many another might have envied. With the patience of a man used to setbacks and frustrations in his experiments, he was prepared for a long, steady siege upon her affections. He set out to become the one person in her life who never failed her, and though Mama fell in and out of love, or infatuation, with several men younger and handsomer than he in the years following my return to Italy, it was Sir Richard who would always appear unexpectedly to comfort and restore her spirits when disillusion set in.


It was no miracle that he knew the politic moment to arrive. He had a network of correspondents among the English community, and even the most learned of them was not averse to a little gossip. One of them, for instance, had alerted him when Mama had become ill last summer and she herself had been, for once, too suddenly and desperately sick to write to anyone. I was in Sienna, giving English lessons to the young family of a Contessa, and it was an urgent letter from Sir Richard that had me scurrying to Venice where she lay in a frowsty room suffering from a dreadful jaundice.


On that occasion, once she was a little improved, though still too weak to make any but the feeblest of protests, he had acted swiftly. Within a short time he had organised the packing up of all Mama’s worldly goods and had them – and us – on board ship and sailing for England as though it was the most natural thing in the world that he should take charge of us. Then, having installed us in the Highgate house, he repaired back to his own Hampstead property and allowed Mama, when she had made a full recovery, to believe that she herself had sought the change of climate and had quite decided that a spell away from the torrid Mediterranean heat would be beneficial both to her health and to her work, for Sir Richard’s patronage enabled her to find more than one commission among his wide circle of acquaintances.


That was the one time I had known her to be genuinely ill. But in the weeks after Jean Pierre’s demise (he had died, I quickly discovered, not at the hands of thieves but in a drunken brawl when he was caught cheating at cards in a low tavern) she was not sick, but lonely and bored and bereft. The years with him had been stormy, his weakness for a pretty face and low pursuits had seen to that, but when he was dead Mama remembered only the moments of pleasure and passion. ‘What can my life be without my one true love?’ she would cry, flinging herself sobbing onto the sofa. ‘I have lost everything! I cannot go on! Life has lost its savour and I shall never again be able to paint.’


I would try to comfort her, feeling her pain as my own, distressed at my inability to relieve her anguish. Yet there was a corner of my mind that watched now in complete detachment, that saw her as a stranger might, as strikingly beautiful, nor merely for the perfection of her creamy skin and her sultry green eyes with their thick black lashes, but for some inner quality of confidence in her own worth that commanded admiration. A woman talented beyond the ordinary, lively and determined. And running below the surface like a flaw in the heart of a superficially superb gemstone, a seam of jealousy and possessiveness and selfishness.


From the first moment of our reunion she refused to allow that anything I had suffered in my exile could be compared to the torments she had gone through. If I admitted that I had grown to be happy at school she shrugged and said that Miss Smythe was well paid to ensure that her pupils were kept contented. When I shyly brought out my drawings and paintings, she grudgingly admitted that they had some technical merit, but insisted that they were totally lacking in originality. ‘You have quite forgotten all that I taught you, silly child. You have allowed your drawing master to force you into his mediocre methods of working. The man was a fool. No, no, do not protest. You are not of an age to have any judgement in these matters. And, great God, in matters of dress you have no judgement at all! I suppose it was your beloved Miss Smythe who encouraged you to wear that dreary colour and style. Why, it would be more suitable on some elderly dowager than a young girl. I shall send word to my dressmaker straight away, for I could not bear to be seen about with you looking as you do.’


And so, to please her, which I then still wanted most eagerly to do, I had to abandon the plain dresses in which I felt perfectly comfortable in favour of garments laden with girlish frills and flounces and to have my hair tortured into curls and ringlets that all too soon wilted about my ears. And though Mama thought to keep me a child, even her strong will could not hold back the woman in me. I saw too much now. I knew too much. And two years later, there came a moment in an olive grove when I knew I must free myself of Mama’s strong and suffocating grasp and build a different sort of life for myself.


The wedding breakfast was almost at an end and Sir Richard was on his feet. ‘Today we are here for the happiest of occasions,’ he began.


Involuntarily, I glanced towards Mama. She was watching me, smiling, to all intents and purposes the picture of a woman well pleased. Yet in her narrowed green eyes I caught such a dark, uncompromising glitter that my fingers, lying loosely laced at the table’s edge, tightened into a painful grip. Whatever face Mama chose to show to others, she had not reconciled herself to my marriage. Nor forgiven me for disobeying her wishes.


‘My acquaintance with Mr Penhale has been a short one,’ Sir Richard boomed happily, ‘but he has struck me as a man of intelligence and foresight by taking to Wife a young lady I have known for many years and have come to hold as dear as a daughter.’


It was Daniel I must think of now, not Mama. Daniel, my husband, who turned his head and with the lift of one eyebrow and a small, wry smile shared with me his amused discomfiture at the obligatory flattery. Such a fleeting, subtle intimacy, yet in an instant there was comfort and reassurance, like a warm tide lapping and smoothing my jangled feelings. Daniel, who when I had plucked up courage and told him about Mama, had written, ‘You can no more be responsible for your background than I could help being the natural child of Prudence Yeo. I think we may safely set aside the vagaries of our parentage, for it has no bearing on our friendship and on the mutual happiness we shall, God willing, achieve.’


I let out my breath in a relieved sigh and moved my arm just enough to allow the puffed and tucked cream silk of my long sleeve to touch the dove-grey broadcloth of Daniel’s coat. I drew from that tenuous contact the sense of his quiet, controlled strength and knew it was foolish to brood on what could not be altered.


‘And so I ask you to raise your glasses and drink to the health and continuing happiness of Sophy and Daniel Penhale.’


I heard Mama’s voice light and clear above the rest, but I did not look at her again. I kept my eyes on Daniel as he responded to the toast. It was nearly over. Soon we could escape. When we rose from the table there must, for politeness sake, be one more circuit of the guests, then I was slipping away to the room that was mine when I stayed in my mother’s house and where Clarrie, my mother’s maid, was waiting to help me into my travelling dress.


I was thankful when Clarrie had unbuttoned the length of tiny pearl buttons down the back and I could step out of the fussy splendour of my wedding gown. It was my mother’s choice. She had ordered it, harangued the dressmaker over it, paid for it. ‘If you must marry, then no one shall say that I allowed you to go to the altar looking like a frumpish spinster grasping at her last chance of a man. No, do not argue. I am adamant.’


To keep the peace I let her have her way, though I was disheartened by the peevishness of her attitude and knew the style was wrong for me. All the same I looked at the gown with regret when Clarrie folded it away in my travelling trunk, for it was beautifully made and very expensive. On Mama it would have looked ravishing, but it did nothing for me beyond making me feel uncomfortably weighed down with ornament.


I exchanged smiles with my reflection in the looking-glass when I was dressed once more. This gown and the matching pelisse I should travel in were new also, but they were of my own choosing, and because Daniel had generously insisted that I refurbish my wardrobe with no regard to the cost, the merino was of the best quality in a brown shade that took on a subtle gold cast when the light caught it. The gown, with its plain, fitted bodice and gored skirt, showed off my neat, rounded figure and small waist to advantage, and the simple lines made me appear more than the average height that I was and, perhaps, added a certain dignity. At least that is what I hoped. I had to make the most of the few advantages that nature had bestowed upon me for I was not over-blessed in the matter of looks, as Mama so often reminded me. My face had the same oval shape as Mama’s but my features were far from perfect and there was no way I could disguise or enhance them. My nose was too definite, my mouth too full, my eyes an undistinguished hazel and my complexion too healthily rosy rather than the delicate ivory that fashion favoured. I had learned, at last, to manage my fine hair by dispensing altogether with torture by hot tongues and rag curlers and now I dressed it simply, parting it in the centre and looping it back into tidy coils. It looked well enough today, ornamented with a favourite tortoiseshell comb, though a few errant wisps, as usual, had managed to escape. I was carefully smoothing them back into place before I donned my bonnet when with a swish of skirts Mama swept into the room with such suddenness that I jumped and jabbed a hairpin into my neck.


‘Leave us,’ she said peremptorily to Clarrie and the moment the girl had closed the door she gestured to a chair and said in the same imperious tone, ‘Sit down, Sophy.’


‘Daniel is waiting,’ I said coolly, wondering uneasily if even at this late hour Mama planned some dramatic denouncement of my marriage. ‘We have a long drive to . . .’


‘This will take but a few moments.’ Her eyes still held that strange, unfathomable glitter. ‘Surely you would not deny your own mother this one last request before you remove yourself to Devonshire.’


‘You make Devonshire sound like Timbuktu or Van Diemen’s Land or . . . or some other impossibly remote place,’ I said in some exasperation. Then, because this had been an emotional day, a happy one, and I wanted nothing to spoil it, I said quietly, ‘Oh, Mama, please do not let us part with angry words.’


‘Or perhaps,’ she went on, as though I had not spoken, ‘you are anxious to leave because you burn for privacy so that your ardent lover may be free with kisses and caresses. Well, that is only natural, I suppose, for two such impassioned young people who long to consummate their love.’


I felt a hot blush suffuse my cheeks as she looked at me with a sly, knowing smile, as though she knew perfectly well of the chaste kisses which were all that Daniel and I had exchanged. Then she turned aside to the mirror and contemplated her reflection. ‘Heaven’s above, child, I am not angry. Not now.’ She shrugged carelessly. ‘I have had my say. You will not be dissuaded from the course you have set yourself. Time will prove whether you should have heeded my advice. No, it is not your unfortunate marriage I wish to speak about. It is of something far more important. No, do not move away. Come stand by me.’


Reluctantly, still embarrassed, I did so.


Our two reflected images stared back at us. Mama’s emeralds dazzled with a cold, hard glitter in the creamy hollow of her throat. She was not smiling now. I saw that in her hands was a small box. Her fingers moved restlessly over its worn, cracked surface as she spoke.


‘You are your father’s daughter,’ she began slowly. ‘I have told you so many times. You have his ordinary looks, his stubborn ways and his plodding nature, though I had hoped that the talent you inherited from me might override these unfortunate characteristics. But you chose to set aside your talent in favour of becoming that creature of low standing and little reward – a governess.’


‘I found it satisfying, Mama,’ I said quietly. ‘I believe I had – have – an aptitude for teaching as much as for painting.’


‘Perhaps. It is no matter now. You are as lost to me as . . .’ She hesitated. Her glance was fixed on mine in the mirror, yet her eyes were curiously unfocussed, as though she stared through the glass at a vision beyond. ‘There is something I have to tell you, Sophy. And it is not easy for me because I have not spoken of it, ever, to anyone, not even to William, because it was something best forgotten and too painful to be healed by words and tears.’
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