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Daphne du Maurier

DAPHNE DU MAURIER (1907–89) was born in London, the daughter of the famous actor-manager Sir Gerald du Maurier and granddaughter of George du Maurier, the author and artist. A voracious reader, she was from an early age fascinated by imaginary worlds and even created a male alter ego for herself. Educated at home with her sisters and later in Paris, she began writing short stories and articles in 1928, and in 1931 her first novel, The Loving Spirit, was published. A biography of her father and three other novels followed, but it was the novel Rebecca that launched her into the literary stratosphere and made her one of the most popular authors of her day. In 1932, du Maurier married Major Frederick Browning, with whom she had three children.

Besides novels, du Maurier published short stories, plays and biographies. Many of her bestselling novels became award-winning films, and in 1969 du Maurier was herself awarded a DBE. She lived most of her life in Cornwall, the setting for many of her books, and when she died in 1989, Margaret Forster wrote in tribute: ‘No other popular writer has so triumphantly defied classification … She satisfied all the questionable criteria of popular fiction, and yet satisfied too the exacting requirements of “real literature”, something very few novelists ever do’.
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Introduction

Mary Anne Clarke, the notorious mistress of the Duke of York, had much in common with her descendant, Daphne du Maurier. Both women wrote bestsellers, both combined lucrative careers with motherhood, both saw themselves, accurately, as the principal breadwinners in their families. It seems natural that du Maurier would have found a sympathetic subject for a biographical novel in her scandalous ancestress, in particular because she believed the defining characteristic of Mary Anne’s personality to be one she herself shared, that of a woman alone and embattled in a world of men. In 1954, before the feminist explosion of the sixties and seventies, du Maurier interpreted the life of Mary Anne with a surprising prescience, an identification of the issues surrounding male and female power that were to galvanise the next generation of women writers. Du Maurier was no more a purely ‘feminist’ writer than she was a ‘romantic’ one, and she expressed contempt for such lazy and, in her eyes, dismissive categorisations. But just as Mary Anne is self-declaredly an unromantic book, it might be said that it is du Maurier’s most overtly feminist work, in its suggestion that the world that elevates and eventually crushes the heroine might not, in two centuries, have changed a great deal.

Mary Anne was written at a very troubled time in Daphne du Maurier’s life, and it seems clear that the concerns of the biographer often inform her interpretation of her subject. Eight years after his return from the war, Daphne had still not managed to repair her partial estrangement from her husband, ‘Tommy’ Browning, and though outwardly they appeared an ideal couple, their separate careers, he in London, and she in her beloved Cornwall, and the absence of a sexual relationship between them, were a source of great private strain. It is possible that the problems in Daphne’s marriage were heightened by the fact that she had become intensely involved with two very different women. Ellen Doubleday, the wife of her American publisher, was a great unrequited passion. After meeting on Daphne’s first voyage to America in 1947, they began a torrid epistolary relationship, but Ellen made it quite clear that her love for Daphne contained nothing physical, a rejection that infuriated Daphne at the same time as she denied fervently that she had any lesbian tendencies. She explored her feelings for Ellen in her successful play, September Tide, which starred Gertrude Lawrence, with whom Daphne quickly began a relationship of the sort that Ellen refused to countenance. When Gertrude died in 1952, aged only fifty-four, Daphne suffered from a profound and agonisingly private grief. She had discussed the relationship between herself and Gertrude with Ellen, but none of her family understood why she suffered so dreadfully at the death of a woman whom she had, after all, known only four years. Daphne had enjoyed great success with her novel My Cousin Rachel in 1951, and she knew that the way to recover was to write herself out of her depression. It is unsurprising, though, that Mary Anne proved a difficult book. With Gertrude, Daphne had discussed the possibility of turning Mary Anne Clarke’s life into a play for Gertrude to star in. The story was to have been a lover’s gift; yet two years later, lonely, ill and in mourning, Daphne shut herself up in her freezing garden hut in Cornwall to turn what had been intended as a tribute to her friend’s dauntless exuberance into a form of elegy.

Mary Anne Clarke is a furiously ambitious woman, who learns early that the only way to drag herself away from her mother’s lot of dreary drudgery is to beat men at their own game. She despises men as ‘a race to be subjected’, whilst recognising that the world is run on their terms, and that the alternative to attempted equality is her mother’s passive, craven weakness. This ambition is at once intensely feminine, concerned with protecting her family at all costs, and inappropriately masculine, determined upon power and a place in the world beyond the dreary kitchen of her childhood in Bowling Inn Alley. If Mary Anne is to prostitute herself, it will be on her own terms, and she refuses the pimping service offered by ‘Uncle Tom’, to maintain, at least, a determined independence in her choice of lovers. Her audacity is both her success and her ruin. She learns that it pays to deceive, to be cunning, to beat men’s injustice by matching it, yet eventually this idée fixe destroys her judgement and her wit, and she is brutally punished by a masculine culture that is ‘antagonistic because they knew her worth’.

Men, thinks Mary Anne, are all little boys, who need to be cosseted and protected from their own irresponsibility. Time and again, the men in her life upset her careful plans, from her drunken husband Joseph – whom she successfully leaves, only to have him reappear and destroy, with unbearable stupidity, her relationship with the Duke of York – to her whingeing, lazy brother Charley, whose adolescent pomposity du Maurier brilliantly captures in his proud use of military acronyms, and whose arrogance is such that he dares to criticise his sister, who has fed, clothed and kept him, for losing the Duke on the grounds that ‘You were only a woman, his mistress, but we were men’. Even the Duke, the all-powerful Prince, the great commander, is weak and indecisive, easily swayed by his acolytes, and with an aristocratic disdain for money (initially imitated by Joseph Clarke) that forces Mary Anne into surreptitious commission-broking in order to maintain the vast, expensive household he so casually demands.

It is interesting that some time before the theories of psychosexual linguistics became fashionable in academia, du Maurier located Mary Anne’s awareness of gender difference in language. The young Mary Anne teaches herself to read from printers’ proofs, observing that the vowels are like women, and the consonants the men who depend on them. Since society conceals this dependence, it is a masculine language that Mary Anne must learn, a language of politics and newspapers and legal terms. It is crucial that du Maurier places such emphasis on Mary Anne as a writer, first of scurrilous pamphlets and then her own salacious memoirs, since the anonymity of print is the one place a woman can be seen, or unseen, as an equal. The compatibility of writing and femininity was always a treacherous issue for du Maurier herself, who often said that she wished she had been born a boy, a wish her father Gerald confessed to sharing in a poem he wrote for her as a child. Daphne felt ambivalent about her roles as a woman and a writer, an ambivalence that was reinforced in later life by her sexual feelings for Ellen and Gertrude. The first time she met Ellen, Daphne confessed that she felt ‘a boy of eighteen again with her nervous hands and a beating heart’. ‘Again’ is the telling word. As a child, Daphne had apparently convinced herself that she was a boy, and her biographer Margeret Forster comments on the devastating psychological consequences of puberty on this belief.

In the novel, Mary Anne makes her first error of judgement by falling in love with Joseph, impelled like Mary Yellan at the conclusion of the earlier novel, Jamaica Inn, by an irresistible sexual urge that represses her intuition. In Jamaica Inn, Mary abandons the prospect of a secure life to follow her wild lover Jem without fully understanding why; ‘because I want to, because I must’, and it is this weakness in women that Mary Anne initially despises, only to succumb to it in adolescence. Daphne du Maurier famously compared the masculine side of her personality to a jack-in-the-box, whom she would release, when alone, to caper through the silent rooms of the night, and one wonders whether she saw this image as being her writer’s self, unhampered by gender. ‘It’s people like me,’ she wrote, ‘who have careers, who have really bitched up the old relationship between men and women. Women ought to be soft and gentle and dependent. Disembodied spirits like me are all wrong.’ Mary Anne is another career woman, another disembodied spirit, and her frustration at the limitations of her femininity recall Daphne’s own continued and complex dialogue between what she perceived as her own sexes.

Much of the vividness of Mary Anne’s story is due to the fact that du Maurier was able to bring practical, as well as emotional experiences to bear on the book. Her portrait of the Duke of York – bluff, boisterous, a whirlwind of energy in the quietness of a feminine household – might owe something to the return of her own soldier husband to Cornwall after the war. As Tommy worked in the household of Princess (later Queen) Elizabeth, du Maurier also had first-hand experience of royalty off duty, enabling her to convey not only a confident sense of a royal prince as a human being, but also Mary Anne’s disappointment at what she is surprised to find are the Duke’s rather bourgeois tastes. Similarly, du Maurier could draw on personal knowledge of the courtroom scenes in which Mary Anne is a witness in the Duke of York’s trial at the House of Commons for military broking. In 1947, on the same trip during which she met Ellen, Daphne had been forced to answer charges that she had plagiarised forty-six episodes in her bestseller Rebecca from a 1927 novel called Blind Windows. The charges were a farce, but Daphne found the experience of discussing her writing in public ‘degrading’. ‘When I got up on that bloody stand,’ she wrote, ‘I wasn’t just fighting a foolish charge for plagiarism, I was fighting all the evil that has ever been, all the cruelty in myself.’ Her image of Mary Anne on the witness stand, pathetic and vulnerable yet self-consciously culpable, highlights the way in which the law can make victims of women whilst being too unsophisticated to determine questions of personal morality. Mary Anne has connived at corruption, but she sees herself as having no option in a world in which the men who make the rules are also those who consistently betray her.

Du Maurier is also concerned in Mary Anne with the correlation between the physical and the psychological constructions of the feminine self. Mary Anne’s ambition is her downfall, and her punishment is made physically manifest on the means by which she has achieved that ambition: her body. She is cheerfully untroubled by selling sex, a transaction which for her has nothing to do with love. The snores of a peer, she observes, are less grating than those of a mason, and she is practical in estimating the amount of time it will cost her to satisfy her lovers. Poor Lord Folkestone has to make do with a skimpy half hour. The hypocrisy of the men who condemn her in the House of Commons whilst still trying to buy her favours is highlighted by Joseph, who infects her while she is still his faithful wife with the venereal disease that causes her two miscarriages and, du Maurier suggests, leaves her infertile. Mary Anne’s rebellious body is ultimately punished in prison, which her daughter recalls as ‘horror beyond description, someone white and wan who could not stand, whose eyes were glazed, who stared without recognition when carried out of hell into the world.’ Mary Anne has indeed climbed high, and the proof of her achievement of equality is the necessity of her destruction.

Daphne du Marier herself did not much care for Mary Anne. ‘The whole thing,’ she wrote, ‘is lacking in human interest and reads like a newspaper report’. Indeed, much of the latter part of the novel, meticulously researched from old court documents and articles, does read this way; yet while it lacks the tight, gripping plot beloved of du Maurier fans then and now, the novel never quite manages to achieve the dullness its creator so harshly claimed for it. Daphne consoled herself with the thought that whatever else the book’s shortcomings, it was definitely not ‘romantic’, a word which had already begun to plague her by the time of Mary Anne’s publication in 1954, and which has dogged serious appreciation of her work ever since. There never was a less romantic, even, one might say, downright unappealing heroine as Mary Anne Clark, a quality which perhaps contributed to Mary Anne being the least commercially successful of her books in the first year of its publication.

Why, then, amidst such a distinguished oeuvre as du Maurier’s, is it worth reviving? Perhaps because, like its heroine, the book is possessed of such unforgettably vivid charm that one is seduced, despite oneself, into forgiving its faults. Du Maurier compared the change in her style in this novel to ‘a lush painter turning abstract’. Whilst Mary Anne does not attempt to form an historical composite, a portrait of an age, Daphne never makes the common historical writer’s mistake of describing as surprising details that would have been commonplace to contemporaries, and we see always, with marvellous economy, through Mary Anne’s cynical but lively eyes. The prose has a sense of eagerness, of rush, the clauses tumbling impressionistically over one another, so that in the most successful sections we inhabit the heroine’s thrilling, rackety existence with the urgency and excitement of Mary Anne herself. Mary Anne may have been almost finished by her attempts to get even with the world of men, but, as du Maurier points out, she has the last laugh on her lover, as a raffish middle-aged Cockney woman cheerfully picnicking by his grave. The men in her life are agreed only on the enchantment of her smile and that gay insouciance with which she flips her champagne flute over her shoulder to toast the future in splinters. Daphne du Maurier has collected the shards, and though there are cracks in her portrait, it still scintillates, a captured prism of words that joyously illuminate another world.

Lisa Hilton

2003
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Years later, when she had gone and was no longer part of their lives, the thing they remembered about her was her smile. Colouring and features were indistinct, hazy in memory. The eyes, surely, were blue – but they could have been green or grey. And the hair, knotted in Grecian fashion or piled high on top of the head in curls, might have been chestnut or light brown. The nose was anything but Grecian – that was a certainty, for it pointed to heaven; and the actual shape of the mouth had never seemed important – not at the time, or now.

The essence of what had been lay in the smile. It began in the left corner of the mouth and hovered momentarily, mocking without discrimination those she loved most – including her own family – and those she despised. And while they waited uneasily, expecting a blast of sarcasm or the snub direct, the smile spread to the eyes, transfiguring the whole face, lighting it to gaiety. Reprieved, they basked in the warmth and shared the folly, and there was no intellectual pose in the laugh that followed, ribald, riotous, cockney, straight from the belly.

This was what they remembered in after years. The rest was forgotten. Forgotten the lies, the deceit, the sudden bursts of temper. Forgotten the wild extravagance, the absurd generosity, the vitriolic tongue. Only the warmth remained, and the love of living.

They remembered it one by one as they sat alone at different times, figures shadowy and indistinct to each other. And though the paths of some of them had crossed, there was no friendship between them; the link binding them together was involuntary.

The strange thing was that the three she had loved most all went within a year of one another, while the fourth did not lag far behind; and each remembered the smile before he died. They heard the laugh, clear and strong, with nothing ghostly about it, ring in some sound-box in the brain; and memory, like a sudden hæmorrhage, flooded the mind.

Her brother, Charles Thompson, was the first to go, and this was because he lacked patience, and always had done, ever since he was a little boy and had stretched up his hands to her, saying, ‘Take me with you, don’t leave me behind!’ He had thereby entrusted himself into her care forever, so that never, then or in his adult years, was he free of her or she of him, which had brought them both to disaster.

It happened, the end of things for him, after a tavern brawl, when he had been talking big as usual – about himself in the old days, the most promising company commander in the regiment, due for promotion. Out came the old story once again; his illhealth, the spite of his colonel, the animosity of his brother officers, the manifest unfairness of the court martial, and – to crown all – the petty revenge of the Commander-in-Chief, who, by disgracing the brother, sought to revenge himself upon the sister.

He looked around him, expecting sympathy, but nobody cared very much or bothered to listen, and anyway it had all happened so long ago, what did it matter? They turned their backs upon him and began to fill their glasses, and Charles Thompson rapped his upon the table, an angry spot mounting to his cheek, and said, ‘Listen to me, damn you! I can tell you things about the royal family you wouldn’t credit. If you knew, you’d heave the whole House of Brunswick across the Channel.’

And then somebody amongst them, who could remember back sixteen years or so, softly whispered a crude verse that had been sung about that time in the streets of London, unflattering to Charles’s sister. The fellow intended no harm, he meant to be funny. Charles Thompson thought otherwise. He stood up and hit the man on the mouth, and the table fell over, and Charles hit somebody else, and all was clatter and confusion, noise and blasphemy, until he found himself out in the street, with the blood pouring down his cheek and the derisive laughter of his late companions ringing in his ears.

The moon was shining and the dome of St Paul’s stood clear against the sky, and without realising it some long-lost sense of direction took him through the maze of streets to their old childhood home, the existence of which he would have denied amongst his friends of the tavern; or, as his sister so often did, he would have invented for it a new locality, Oxfordshire, perhaps, or even Scotland. But there it stood, dark and cramped amongst its fellows, at the head of Bowling Inn Alley, not even a slant from the moon to light the windows where they had knelt together as children and planned the future. Or rather, she had planned it and he had listened. People were living there still. He heard a child cry and a woman’s voice, faint and fretful, call up to it in anger, and then the door of the dark house opened and somebody came and threw a basin of slops on to the flagged stones, shouting abuse over his shoulder.

Charles Thompson turned away and the ghosts followed him. They followed him through the streets to the river, where the tide ran fast and high in the Pool of London, and he realised he had no money and no future and she was not with him any more, and the blood she would have wiped away from his face was running into his mouth.

Some children dabbling in the mud found him, but that was a long time afterwards.

It was William Dowler, faithful to her for twenty-five years, who identified Charles Thompson’s body. A sick man at the time, he came up from Brighton to London to do so, a letter from her solicitors telling him of the discovery in the London river. Certain details tallied with descriptions of the missing brother, and Dowler, in his capacity of Trustee, braced himself to the task. He had never cared for Thompson, and when he stared down at all that remained of him in the mortuary, he thought how different life might have turned out for her if only the brother had drowned himself after he was cashiered, seventeen years before. Different for Dowler, too. She would have turned to him, broken-hearted, and he could have taken her away to forget all about it, instead of which bitterness and anger drove her to revenge. Well, there he lay, the cause of so much trouble. Her ‘precious brother’, as she used to call him, her ‘darling boy’.

Back again in Brighton, Dowler wondered if his dislike of Thompson had been jealousy all the time. He had accepted her many friends, they never seemed to matter – sycophants, most of them, courting her for what they could get. One or two more intimate, perhaps, but he had shut his eyes to that. As to the Duke, after the first shock to the emotions he had looked upon that relationship as a necessity, a matter of business. Nothing he might have said would have stopped her.

‘I told you that I aimed high,’ she had said to him, ‘and the arrow’s found its mark. I shall still need you in the background.’

And in the background he had remained. He waited on her when she summoned him. He gave her advice, which she never took. He paid her bills when the Duke forgot to do so. He even took her diamonds out of pawn. The final degradation of escorting her children back to school had been thrust upon him, while she followed His Royal Highness down to Weybridge.

Why had he done it? What had he got out of it all?

Staring at the sea that broke so serenely on the Brighton shore, William Dowler thought of the weeks they had shared there together, before the Duke appeared upon the scene. Of course she had been in search of quarry even then – Cripplegate Barrymore and the Four-in-Hand gallants – but he had been too much in love to notice or to care.

Hampstead had been the happiest – she had needed him then, running to him on impulse from her sick child’s bedroom. Later, when the Duke left her, she had needed him even more. Hampstead revisited, he had believed at that time she had no thoughts for anyone but him, but with her restless mind he could not be sure.

Finally, was it emotion that sent her to him that night in Reid’s Hotel, barely an hour after he had arrived from Lisbon, travelstained and weary? She had flung a cloak round her shoulders – there was no attempt at disguise. ‘You’ve been away too long,’ she said. ‘I’ve wanted your help so much!’ Or was her visit exquisitely timed to catch him unawares, knowing his weakness for her, certain in her intuitive mind that he would make a most valuable witness for her before the bar of the House of Commons?

There was no answer to that, or to any other questions. No matter, the smile remained. William Dowler turned his back on the sea, and stood still for a moment with the other promenaders, his hat in his hand, as like an echo to memory a carriage drove past containing a stout, elderly gentleman and a little girl.

It was the Duke of York and his niece, the Princess Victoria. The Duke had aged lately – he looked a great deal more than sixty-two. Still the same high colour, though, the same stiff military bearing, his hand half raised in a salute as he acknowledged the passers-by. Then Dowler saw him bend and smile down at the child who looked up to him, laughing, and for the first time in his life he felt a stab of pity for the man he had once envied.

There was something pathetic in the sight of the old fellow sitting there in the carriage in the company of the child, and Dowler wondered if he was very lonely. Gossip said that he could not get over the death of his last love, the Duchess of Rutland, but gossip could say anything, as Dowler knew too well. There was more likelihood of truth in the rumour that dropsy would carry him off before many months were past, and when that happened the more scurrilous newspapers would rake up the old mud of the Investigation, and side by side with the black-edged obituary notices Dowler would see her name splashed once again.

He was spared this ordeal by dying himself just four months before the Duke, and it was the Duke who read Dowler’s obituary tucked away in an old number of the Gentleman’s Magazine. He was sitting in the library of the house in Arlington Street, wrapped in a grey dressing-gown, his swollen bandaged legs propped up in the chair in front of him. He must have fallen asleep – he tired very easily these days, though he said little about it, even to Herbert Taylor, his private secretary; but everyone told him he was very ill and must rest, from his brother the King down to the useless muddling doctors who called every morning.

Dowler … What did the magazine say? ‘The death occurred at Brighton on the 7th of September of William Dowler, Esq., late Commissioner of His Majesty’s Forces.’ And the Duke was not sitting, crippled and useless, in Rutland’s house in Arlington Street any more, but standing in the hall of the house in Gloucester Place, taking off his sword-belt and throwing it to Ludovick, and then mounting the stairs, three steps at a time, as she called to him from the floor above. ‘Sir, I expected you hours ago!’ The little ritual of ceremony meant nothing at all – it was just in case the servants should hear – and while she dropped her absurd curtsey (she adored doing this, no matter how she was dressed, from ballgown to night attire) he kicked the door open with his boot, slamming it behind him, and in a moment she was in his arms, undoing the top button of his tunic.

‘What kept you this time? The Horse Guards or St James’s?’

‘Both, my darling. Try and remember we’re at war.’

‘I never forget it for a moment. You’d get through your business quicker if you’d kept Clinton as your M.S. instead of Gordon.’

‘Why not run the office for me?’

‘I’ve been doing so, behind the scenes, for the past six months. Tell your tailor he makes these button-holes too small, my nail’s broken.’

Dowler … William Dowler … that was the chap. He’d found him a job in the Commissariat. Stores and Provisions, Eastern Command. He could even remember the date, June or July, 1805.

‘Bill Dowler’s a very old friend, sir,’ she had said. ‘If he gets this appointment he will show his gratitude to me.’

He was half asleep at the time – it was the last glass of port that did it. Always fatal. Her head on his shoulder, too.

‘How will he show it?’

‘By doing whatever I tell him. He could pay the butcher’s bill, for instance – it’s been outstanding for three months. That’s why you had fish for dinner tonight.’

God! How the ghost of her laugh came echoing out of the past to haunt him. Here, suddenly, in Arlington Street, that held no memories of her. He thought they were all buried long ago, hidden away in the dust and cobwebs of the empty house in Gloucester Place.

At the Investigation it turned out that Dowler had given her a thousand quid for that appointment, and had been her lover, off and on, for years. So they said. Probably all lies. What did it matter now? The havoc she had caused in his life was only temporary. He had lived it down. And there had never been another woman to touch her, though Lord knows he had done his best to find one. They all lacked that indefinable quality which had made those brief years in Gloucester Place so memorable. He used to go back there in the evening after an interminable day at his Headquarters, and she made him forget all the frustration and obstruction and annoyance that inevitably fell to his lot as Commander-in-Chief of an army fifty times smaller than that of the enemy. (He had got all the abuse and none of the praise, and it hadn’t been easy dealing with a lot of nincompoops and struggling to put the home defences in order while the enemy squatted across the Channel waiting the right moment for invasion.) But once he was inside that house the irritation went from him and he could relax.

She fed him so damn well. Knew his hatred of big dinners. Everything just right. And then to be able to stretch himself full length before a blazing fire and drink his brandy, while she made him laugh with idiocies. He could remember the very smell of the room, the slight disorder everywhere that made it a home, her painting attempts on the table – she was always taking lessons at something – the harp in the corner, the ridiculous doll that she had brought back from some masquerade perching from the chandelier where she had thrown it.

Why had it ended? Too hot to last, or that meddler Adam interfering in the affair and making mischief ? Or the drunken sot of a husband with his threats? He must have finished in the gutter. Dead, probably. Everyone was either dead or dying. He was dying himself. He pulled the bell for his personal servant Batchelor.

‘What’s the movement I hear going on outside in the street?’

‘They are laying straw, your Royal Highness, in Piccadilly, so that you won’t be disturbed by the sound of the traffic. Sir Herbert Taylor’s orders.’

‘Damn nonsense. Tell ’em to stop. I like the sound of traffic. I hate silence.’

There had been a barracks at the back of Gloucester Place. They used to look down on the Life Guards, riding, from the window of his dressing-room. There was always life in that house, and laughter, always something afoot – singing as she dressed her hair; calling to her children, who had the run of the top floor when they visited her; hurling abuse at the maid when she put out the wrong pair of shoes. It was never silent, like this, never dead.

The damned old idiot, Taylor, ordering straw to be laid in Piccadilly. …

The husband whom the Duke of York had called a drunken sot preferred silence to the sound of traffic. It was softer to the backside to fall on heather than in gutters. Not that he fell often. Sutherland the farmer, with whom he lodged and who looked after him so well, took good care of that. He kept the whisky locked up. But Joseph Clarke had a private store hidden away under the floor-boards of his bedroom, and now and then, when melancholy descended upon him – and the winters in Caithness were very long – he held what he called a little celebration all to himself, and when he was well lit, but still in the first stage of his bout, he solemnly drank the health of his Royal Highness the Commander-in-Chief.

‘It’s not everyone,’ he said aloud, with no one to listen, ‘who has been made a cuckold by a prince of the blood.’

Unfortunately this mood was not one that lasted long. Self-pity followed. He might have achieved so much, but the fates were against him. He’d had ill-luck from beginning to end. He knew so well the kind of work he would have done, but there was never a chance to show it – he could not get going, something always happened to prevent it. If someone would only put a hammer and a chisel into his hand now, and stand him before a block of granite six feet high, or perhaps six foot three, the height of the Commander-in-Chief, he would … he would create the masterpiece she had always asked him to create. Or else break the stone to blazes, and finish the whisky.

There was far too much granite in Caithness anyway. There was granite all over the county. That’s why he’d been sent there in the first place. ‘You were bred a mason, weren’t you? Well, get on with it.’ A mason? No! An artist, a sculptor, a dreamer of dreams. All three combined, after a bottle of whisky.

Yet she had had the face to stand up in the House of Commons and tell the Attorney-General, and the whole crowd assembled there to listen, that he was nothing.

‘Is your husband living?’

‘I don’t know if he is living or dead. He is nothing to me.’

‘Was he in any business?’

‘He was nothing. Merely a man.’

And they laughed when she said this. It was written in the paper. He bought it and read. They laughed. Merely a man.

He forgot the insult with the third glass of whisky. Throwing the window wide so that the Scotch mist filled the cold bedroom, he lay down on the bed and stared at the ceiling. And instead of the heads of saints he might have carved, remote, austere, with blind eyes looking to heaven, he saw the smile and heard the laugh, and she was holding out her hand to him in the early morning as they stood in the little churchyard of St Pancras.

‘Something fearful has happened,’ he said. ‘I’ve forgotten the licence.’

‘I have it,’ she answered; ‘and there has to be a second witness. I thought of that too.’

‘Who is it?’

‘The gravedigger at Pancras church. I’ve given him two shillings for his pains. Hurry. They’re waiting.’

She was so excited that she signed her name before his on the register. It was her sixteenth birthday.

Nothing but a man. Though he got his obituary, too. Not in The Times, nor in the Gentleman’s Magazine, but in John O’Groats Journal.

‘Died, on the 9th of February 1836, at the house of Mr Sutherland, of Bylbster, Parish of Wattin, in this County, Mr J. Clarke, generally believed to be the husband of the celebrated Mary Anne Clarke, remarkable for having acted such a conspicuous part during the trial of His Royal Highness the late Duke of York. He had for some time been addicted to intemperate habits, which, together with the severe domestic misfortune he had been subjected to, had visibly affected his mind. Several books, it is said, were found in his possession, in which was written the name of Mary Anne Clarke.’

So the last link went, wafted to eternity in a haze of alcohol, and nothing was left of any of them but bundles of letters and scurrilous pamphlets and old newspaper reports dingy with dust. But the owner of the smile had the laugh on them, right to the end. She was not a ghost, nor a memory, nor a figment of the imagination seen in a dream long vanished, breaking the hearts of those who had loved her unwisely and too well. At seventy-six, she sat at the window of her house in Boulogne, looking across the Channel to an England that had forgotten all about her. Her favourite daughter was dead, and the second lived in London, and the grandchildren she had nursed as babies were ashamed of her and never wrote. The son she adored had his own life to lead. The men and women she had known had passed into oblivion.

The dreams were all hers.
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Mary Anne’s first memory was the smell of printer’s ink. Her stepfather, Bob Farquhar, used to come back with it on his clothes, and then she and her mother would have a job with it in the wash. However hard they scrubbed the stain remained, and his shirt-cuffs never looked clean. He never looked clean himself, for that matter, and her mother, who was spotless and very refined, continually grumbled at him. He would sit down to the evening meal with ink-stained hands – the stuff even got under his finger-nails, turning them black – and Mary Anne, quick and watchful, would see the pained expression on her mother’s face, the gentle face of the martyr, the long-sufferer; and because she was fond of her stepfather and disliked to see him nagged, Mary Anne would pinch one of her brothers under the table to make him cry out, and so cause a diversion.

‘Shut your mouth,’ said Bob Farquhar; ‘I can’t hear myself eat.’ Noisily he would slop the food into his mouth, drag a stub of pencil and a roll of copy out of his pocket with his left hand, the copy still wet and reeking from the press, and so he would eat and correct all at the same time, the smell of the ink mingling with the steam of the gravy.

This was how Mary Anne taught herself to read. Words fascinated her, the shape of the curling letters, how some, by repeating themselves more often, had importance. They had difference of sex, too. The a’s, the e’s and the u’s were women; the hard g’s, the b’s and the q’s were all men, and seemed to depend on the others.

‘What does that mean? Spell it out!’ she said to Bob Farquhar, and her stepfather, easy-going, good-natured, put his arm round the child and showed her how letters formed words and what could be done with them. This was the only reading matter that came her way, for her mother’s books and possessions had been sold long ago to supplement the small income Bob Farquhar earned from Mr Hughes, owner of the printing-press where he worked: who, employed by certain anonymous scribblers, turned out a spate of pamphlets at a halfpenny a sheet.

Thus Mary Anne, at an age when most children would be learning their catechism or spelling out proverbs, sat on the doorstep of the cramped house in Bowling Inn Alley, poring over attacks on the Government, outbursts on foreign policy, hysterical acclaim or equally hysterical denunciation of popular leaders, the whole mixed up with a profusion of dirt, scandal and innuendo.

‘Look after the boys, Mary Anne, and see to the dishes for me,’ her mother would call, tired and fretful, and her small daughter, laying aside the grubby sheets of newsprint that her stepfather had left behind him, would get up from the doorway and wash the breakfast things, or whatever meal it was that her mother, pregnant again, could not face: while Charley, her own brother, helped himself to the jam, and her two half-brothers, George and Eddie, crawled on the floor under her feet.

‘Behave yourselves, and I’ll take you out,’ she commanded – but softly, so that her mother in the bedroom upstairs would not hear. Later, when the dishes were washed, the table set for the next meal and her mother tucked in bed for an hour’s rest, Mary Anne picked up one boy and straddled him on her hip, gave her hand to another, and let the third tag behind hanging on to her skirt. Then away they went, out of the dark alley where the sun never shone, through the maze of small courts adjoining, and so into Chancery Lane and down into Fleet Street.

This was another world, and one she loved, full of colour and sound and smell, but not the smell of the alley. Here people jostled one another on the pavement, here the traffic rumbled on towards Ludgate Hill and St Paul’s, the carters cracking their whips and shouting, drawing their horses to the side of the road as a coach passed, spattering mud. Here a fine gentleman would step out of his chair to visit a bookshop, while a woman selling lavender thrust a bunch under his nose, and there on the opposite side a cart overtipped, spilling apples and oranges, tumbling into the gutter a blind musician and an old man mending a chair.

It came to her in gusts, the sound and the smell of London, and she felt part of it, caught up in the movement and the bustle, the continual excitement that must surely be leading to something, to somewhere – not only to the steps of St Paul’s, where the boys could play safely, out of the stream, and she could stand, watching.

Adventure was here. Adventure was there. Adventure was in picking up a posy dropped by a lady and offering it to an old gentleman who patted her head and gave her twopence. Adventure was in gazing into pawnbrokers’ windows, in riding in wagons when the carter smiled, in scuffling with apprentice boys, in hovering outside the bookshops and, when the bookseller was inside, tearing out the middle pages to read at home, for prospective purchasers never looked at anything but the beginning and the end.

These were the things she loved, and she did not know why. So she kept them secret from her mother, who would have scolded her and disapproved.

The streets were mentor and playground, teacher and companion. Rascals picked pockets on the streets, beggars were given alms, goods were bought, rubbish was sold, men laughed, men cursed, women whined, women smiled, children died under wheels. Some men and women wore fine clothes, some wore rags. The first ate well, and the others starved. The way to avoid rags and starvation was to watch, to wait, to pick up the coin dropped on the pavement before anyone else, to run swiftly, to conceal quickly, to smile at the right moment, to hide at the next, to keep what you had, to look after your own. The thing to remember was not to grow up like her mother, who was weak, who had no resistance, who was lost in this world of London that was alien to her, and whose only consolation was to talk of the past, when she had known better days.

Better days. … And what were they? Better days meant sleeping in linen, meant owning a servant, meant possessing new clothes, meant four o’clock dinner, things without reality for the child, yet because she had heard her mother speak of them they became real in her eyes. Mary Anne saw the better days. She saw the servant, she saw the clothes, she ate the four o’clock dinner. The only thing she did not understand was why her mother had given them up.

‘There was no other choice. I was a widow. I had you and Charley to support.’

‘How do you mean, no other choice?’

‘Your stepfather asked me to marry him. There was nothing else I could do. Besides, he was good and kind.’

Then men were not dependent upon women after all, as she had thought – women were dependent upon men. Boys were frail, boys cried, boys were tender, boys were helpless. Mary Anne knew this, because she was the eldest girl amongst her three young brothers, and the baby Isobel did not count at all. Men also were frail, men also cried, men also were tender, men also were helpless. Mary Anne knew this because her stepfather, Bob Farquhar, was all of these things in turn. Yet men went to work. Men made the money – or frittered it away, like her stepfather, so that there was never enough to buy clothes for the children, and her mother scraped and saved and stitched by candlelight, and often looked tired and worn. Somewhere there was injustice. Somewhere the balance had gone.

‘When I’m grown up I shall marry a rich man,’ she said. This was one day when they were all sitting round the table having supper, not four o’clock dinner. It was midsummer, and the hot air from the alley came in from the open door, smelling of decaying vegetables and drains. Her stepfather had hung his coat over his chair and was sitting in his shirt. Great hoops of sweat showed under his armpits and, as usual, he had ink-stains on his hands. Her mother was coaxing Isobel to eat, but the child, fretful from the heat, turned her face away and cried. George and Eddie were kicking each other’s shins under the table. Charley had just slopped his gravy on to the cloth.

Mary Anne looked at them all in turn and then made her pronouncement. She was thirteen years old at the time. Bob Farquhar laughed, and winked at her over the table.

‘You’ll have to find him first,’ he said. ‘How will you set about it?’

Not the way her mother had found him, thought the child. Not waiting in patience to be asked. Not turning into a drudge to mind children and wash dishes. She reasoned like this with her mind, but because she was fond of Bob Farquhar she smiled and winked back at him.

‘By making a fool out of someone,’ she said, ‘before he makes a fool out of me.’

This delighted her stepfather, who lit up his pipe and chuckled, but her mother was not so amused.

‘I know where she picks up that language,’ she said; ‘following you in the evening, listening to you and your friends.’

Bob Farquhar shrugged his shoulders, yawned and pushed back his chair. ‘What’s the harm?’ he asked. ‘She’s as smart as a monkey, and knows it. No girl got into trouble that way.’

He threw a roll of copy across the table and his stepdaughter caught it. ‘What happens if I pull the monkey’s tail?’ he asked.

‘The monkey bites,’ said Mary Anne.

She ran her eyes down the copy. Some of the words were long and she was not sure of the meaning, but she knew her stepfather wanted her to correct it because he was putting on his coat and making for the door, and he pulled one of her straggling curls as he passed by her chair.

‘You haven’t told us how you’ll find your rich husband,’ he teased.

‘You tell me instead,’ she answered.

‘Why, stand on the pavement and whistle to the first fellow you fancy. You’ll get anyone with those eyes.’

‘Yes,’ said Mary Anne, ‘but the first fellow I fancy mightn’t be rich.’

She heard him laughing as he strolled down the alley to meet his friends. She had often gone with him, she knew just what he would do. First, stroll the alleys and by-ways and pick up his cronies; then take a turn in the streets, laughing, joking, and watching the people; then, in a bunch of six or seven, they would go on to a tavern and blithely and heatedly probe the affairs of the day.

Men’s talk was better than women’s. Never food, never babies, never sickness or boots needing mending, but people, what happened, the reason. Not the state of the house, but the state of the Army. Not the children next door, but the rebels in France. Never what broke the china, but who broke the treaty. Not what spoilt the washing, but who spilled the beans. A Whig was a patriot, a Frog was a Frenchman, a Tory a traitor, a woman a whore. Some of it was puzzling and some of it was tripe, but all of it was better than darning Charley’s socks.

‘Thirsty weather?’

‘Thirsty weather.’

Solemnly they clinked their glasses, solemnly they drank, and riotously the reputations of the famous tore through the smoky air, dropping pieces of themselves into the lap of a listening child – but not tonight. Tonight there were stockings to mend and shirts to wash, the boys to mind and mother to console, and even at bedtime, when she had a moment to sit down by the window and look at the copy that had to go to press tomorrow, Charley would come to the door, Charley would claim her.

‘Tell me a story, Mary Anne.’

‘I’ll box your ears first.’

‘Tell me a story.’

Anything served. The beat of a drum. The bells of St Paul’s. The shout of a drunkard. The cries of a hawker. The shabby tinker who came knocking on the doors crying, ‘Pots an’ pans. Any ole pots an’ pans t’mend?’, stumbling over Eddie and George, who were sailing a paper boat in the open drain. Even the tinker’s drab familiar figure, turned from the door by their mother, could be changed into a prince to dazzle the eyes of Charley.

‘Tell about the ’45, and the silver button.’

Princes Charles had lost the battle, and the Duke of Cumberland had won. She never mentioned the fact in front of her mother, who had been born a Mackenzie. One of the Mackenzies possessed a silver button worn by the Prince. That was enough.

‘What happened to the button?’ she had asked when five years old. Her mother did not know. Her branch of the Mackenzies had come south when she was born. They had lost touch with the clan. So Mary Anne wove a fabrication for Charley and herself. They had only to find the button, and the fortunes of the family would be restored.

‘When we have found the button, what shall we do then?’

‘Have candles everywhere.’

Candles that filled the room with light, and not with grease. Candles that did not have to be hoarded until they spluttered and went out.

Mary Anne told Charley the story of the silver button. Then she lit the candle, and taking the roll of copy in her hands she stood reading it aloud, beside the small mirror on the wall, listening to her own pronunciation. Her mother had told her that she spoke badly, and Mary Anne could not get it out of her mind.

‘How do you mean – I speak badly?’ she had asked, on the defensive.

‘It’s not your voice – it’s the sound. It’s the way they speak in the alley. You’ve picked it up from the children there. Your stepfather doesn’t notice it. He speaks that way himself.’

She was branded again. Branded with her stepfather, and the alley, and the streets. The Mackenzies from Scotland had been different. Likewise her father, Mr Thompson of Aberdeen.

‘Was he a gentleman, then?’ She snatched at the straw of romance, the link with better days.

‘He moved in the circles where gentlemen moved,’ was the reply.

That was not enough. Not enough the better days, and the dining at four. Not enough plain Mr Thompson of Aberdeen. Not enough that he had lost his life in the American wars.

‘Do you mean he commanded troops?’

‘Not quite. He was attached to the Army.’

An adviser, perhaps? A weaver of plans? A go-between? The pamphlets gave hints of such people. Sometimes they called them spies. Mr Thompson, who had given her mother better days, was no longer so dull. He smiled, he bowed, he listened; he whispered strategic secrets behind his hand; he was clever; he was cunning. Above all he was a gentleman who spoke with a cultured voice. He did not speak broad like the children in the alley.

‘Listen, Charley. Listen to my voice.’

‘What’s wrong with your voice?’

‘Never mind. Listen.’

The ‘h’ was all-important. Her mother had told her that. The h and the o and the u. And the o and the i when together.

‘We have it on the highest author ity that His Majesty’s Government, which will search around for any available stick to beat the Opposition dog and lame it during the present session, and not content with the stick, pick up the mud …’

‘What are you reading, Mary Anne?’

‘Tomorrow’s copy.’

‘But I don’t understand it.’

‘No more do I. But that doesn’t matter. Father says the readers don’t either. Don’t interrupt. “We have it on the highest authority … ”’ And out came her pencil – the r of ‘authority’ was broken.

‘There’s someone knocking on the door down below.’

‘Let them knock.’

But the boy was off the bed and craning his neck out of the window.

‘It’s some men … they’re carrying father … he’s hurt.’

And suddenly they heard her mother’s voice, calling out in alarm, and Isobel crying, and George and Eddie came running upstairs.

‘All right. Easy now. No cause for alarm.’

They were laying him down between two chairs in the livingroom, and his face was mottled and queer.

‘It’s the heat.’

‘The doctor will bleed him.’

‘He fell at the street corner.’

‘He’ll be himself again directly.’

Her mother stood by helplessly. Mary Anne sent Charley running for the doctor, packed the other two boys and Isobel upstairs, and shut the door on them. Then she fetched a basin of cold water and sponged her stepfather’s head, while his friends went over the story in detail once again to her mother.

Presently Charley returned with the doctor. He looked grave, he murmured something about apoplexy, he sent Mary Anne and Charley out of the room – children were in the way when there was sickness.

Finally Bob Farquhar was carried to bed, and after the bloodletting and the purging the children were told that it was not apoplexy after all, that he was not going to die, but that he must rest. He must on no account go to work, not tomorrow, not next week, not for several weeks. While the doctor explained the ritual of nursing and feeding to her distraught mother, Mary Anne slipped into the bedroom and took hold of her stepfather’s hand. He had recovered consciousness.

‘What’s to happen?’ he said. ‘They’ll find someone else to do my work at the printing-house. A sick man’s no use to them.’

‘Don’t worry.’

‘You’ll have to take a message. Someone must go and take a message. Ask for Mr Day, the overseer.’ He closed his eyes – talking was too much for him.

Mary Anne went downstairs. Her mother looked at her hopelessly.

‘This is the finish,’ she said. ‘They’ll pay him for this week’s work, and no more. It may be months before he is well again, and his place will be filled. How do we live meanwhile?’

‘I’m to go down to the printing-house in the morning.’

‘You must tell them the truth. That your father is sick.’

‘I’ll tell them the truth.’

Mary Anne rolled the copy carefully. She must take the chance that every word was correct. She knew all the signs by now, the small marks in the margin, but never before had copy been delivered back to the printing-house without her stepfather glancing at it first. She knew his hand well. The sloping R. The curl to the F. She signed at the foot of the copy, ‘Corrected. Robt. Farquhar.’

Early next day she washed her face and hands and put on her Sunday frock. The straggling curls looked limp, making her childish. She snipped at them with scissors and then stood back to see the effect in the mirror. Better, but lacking in something, lacking in colour. She stole softly into the next bedroom. Her stepfather was asleep. She opened the press where her mother kept her clothes. A gown was hanging there that she never wore in Bowling Inn Alley, a gown which belonged to the better days, with a bunch of red ribbon on the bodice. Mary Anne threaded the ribbon through her hair and looked at her reflection once again. Yes, the ribbon was the answer.

She stole out of the house before her mother or the boys could see her, and, the roll of copy under her arm, went down to Fleet Street.
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The doors were open and she could go where she pleased. No one took any notice of her. The press was at work, and she caught a glimpse of the great wooden contraption in a long narrow room, with two men beside it and a boy holding rolls of paper that he passed to the men. Two other men were standing near by, talking, and a second boy kept running up a narrow stairway to a room above, returning with fresh paper. The men raised their voices to make themselves heard, because of the clanking sound the rollers made as the sheets of paper passed through the press.

Another door, marked ‘Private’, stood opposite the press-room across the passage. Mary Anne knocked at the door. Somebody shouted ‘Come in’, but the voice was irritable. She went into the room.

‘What do you want?’

The owner of the irritable voice was a gentleman. He wore a good coat and silk stockings, and his powdered, curled wig was tied with black ribbon. The other wore his own hair and his stockings were worsted.

‘I’ve come with a message from my father. He’s sick.’

‘Who’s your father?’

‘Robert Farquhar.’

The gentleman turned away with a shrug. The plainer man, with the worsted stockings, apologised.‘Bob Farquhar, Mr Hughes. One of our best men. Compositor and corrector. What a piece of ill-luck.’

He turned to the child. ‘What ails your father?’

‘He was taken ill last night. The doctor says he won’t be well enough to come to work for some weeks.’

‘Strike off his name,’ said the irritable gentleman. He was cleaning his nails by the window. ‘Easily replaced. Give the child the week’s pay, and let her go.’

The plainer man looked worried. ‘I should be sorry to lose him for good, sir. He’s been with us for some years.’

‘Can’t help that. Can’t afford to keep sick men.’

‘No, sir.’

The man sighed, and opening a drawer in the desk pulled out some money. ‘Tell your father we’re very sorry, and if he comes to see us when he’s well again we may be able to find something for him, but we can’t promise. Here is his pay for the week.’

‘Are you Mr Day?’

‘Yes.’

‘I’m to give the copy to you.’

She handed over the precious roll and watched him carefully as he skimmed over it. She saw him glance at the signature at the bottom.

‘Your father did this last night before he was taken sick?’

‘Yes.’

‘That’s another loss, Mr Hughes. Bob Farquhar takes copy home to correct. It saves paying wages to a second man.’

‘The copy must be corrected here, then, by one of the others doing extra. Give the child the money and get rid of her.’

Mr Day handed the money to Mary Anne. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said.

Mary Anne took the money and left the room. She did not start back home. She went out of the building and stood a little way off, watching, until she saw Mr Hughes leave and walk away up Fleet Street. Then she returned. She knocked once again on the door marked ‘Private’ and was told to enter. The overseer was writing at his desk. He looked up, surprised.

‘You again?’ he said. ‘I gave you the money.’

Mary Anne shut the door behind her.

‘Was that copy all right?’ she asked.

‘What do you mean, was it all right? It was clean enough. Had you dropped it in the street?’

‘No. I mean, was it correct?’

‘Yes. It’s gone through into the press-room.’

‘No mistakes?’

‘No. Your father’s very thorough. That’s the reason I’m sorry to lose him. But Mr Hughes is a hard master, as you saw.’

‘If one of the men corrects the copy here, it will keep him late, won’t it, and he will ask for extra money?’

‘Yes. But the extra he asks for won’t be as much as what we now pay your father for his full time.’

‘The extra would keep my sick father and the rest of us from starving until he’s himself again.’

The overseer stared at the child.

‘Did your father tell you to say this?’

‘No. I thought of it myself. If I fetch the copy every evening here, and take it home for him to correct, and bring it back in the morning, that would suit you, wouldn’t it, and nothing need be said to Mr Hughes?’

Mr Day smiled. The child also smiled. The red ribbon was certainly becoming.

‘Why didn’t you suggest this when Mr Hughes was here?’

‘Mr Hughes would have told me to get out.’

‘How old are you?’

‘Thirteen.’

‘Do you go to school?’

‘No. My father doesn’t earn enough to send us.’

‘You could go to the church school.’

‘My mother says the children there are common.’

Mr Day shook his head in reproof. ‘You’ll grow up very ignorant if you don’t go to school. Every child should learn to read and write.’

‘I can read and write. I taught myself. Can I go back and tell my father you will pay him for correcting copy until he is well again?’

Mr Day hesitated. His eye was caught again by the red ribbon, the large eyes, the strange self-assurance.

‘Very well,’ he said, ‘we’ll try it for a week. But I don’t see how a sick man is going to correct copy. It’s not work to be skimped, you know.’

‘No, sir. I understand that, and so does my father.’

‘You think he will be well enough in himself to do it? He hasn’t got heat-stroke, or fever, or anything like that?’

‘Oh, no.’

‘What is it that’s wrong with him, then?’

‘He … he broke his leg. He fell off a ladder.’

‘I see. Well, if you come back this evening I’ll give you some copy to take to him. Good morning.’

When Mary Anne returned home her stepfather was still in bed with the windows closed and the blinds drawn, to keep out the noise and the smells from the alley.

‘The doctor’s been,’ said her mother. ‘He says there’s nothing for it but rest and quiet. Did you see Mr Day?’

‘Yes, he said not to worry. He’ll pay five shillings a week while father is sick.’

‘Five shillings a week for no work? That was generous.’

‘He said father was one of their best men.’

The child went upstairs and hid the scarlet ribbon.

During the next three weeks Mary Anne corrected copy and took it backwards and forwards to the overseer without her family knowing. Then at the beginning of the fourth week, after she had been out in the streets with her brothers one afternoon, her stepfather called to her from his stuffy, airless bedroom, ‘Mr Day was here just now.’

‘Oh.’

‘He seemed very astonished. He thought I had been laid up with a broken leg.’

‘I told him that. It sounded more hopeful than apoplexy.’

‘I didn’t have apoplexy either. I had heat-stroke.’

‘You can’t correct copy with heat-stroke.’

‘Exactly.’

Mary Anne was silent. Bob Farquhar had caught her out.

‘Mr Day thanked me for correcting the copy. I told him there’d been no copy to correct. Then I guessed what you’d been up to. Did you think of the risk when you did it? Two, three faults might have slipped by, but not half-a-dozen.’

‘I went over it four times, and again in daylight, before I took it down to the printing-house.’

‘No faults?’

‘No. Mr Day would have told me if there had been.’

‘Well, he knows now that it was you.’

‘What did he say? What will he do to me? Will you lose the work?’

‘You’re to go down to the printing-house and see him.’

She changed into her Sunday frock and put the red ribbon in her hair. Charley, her shadow, watched her anxiously. ‘Mr Day’s found out what you did. He’ll beat you.’

‘No, he won’t. I’m too old to be beaten.’

‘He’ll do something.’

She did not answer. She ran out of the alley and down Chancery Lane into Fleet Street, her heart thumping. What if Mr Hughes was there? Mr Hughes would certainly order her to be beaten. He might even beat her himself.

Mr Hughes was not there. There was only Mr Day, the overseer, in the room with the door marked ‘Private’.

Mary Anne stood meekly, her hands behind her back. Mr Day had rolls of discarded copy in his hand. Perhaps there had been mistakes after all.

‘Well, Mary Anne,’ he said. ‘I see you’ve been trying to make fools of us here at the printing-house.’

‘No, sir.’

‘What made you deceive me?’

‘We needed the money.’

‘Your father tells me you’d been correcting copy for some time, even before he was ill. Why did you do it?’

‘It was something to read.’

‘This stuff isn’t written for little girls.’

‘That’s why I like reading it.’

Mr Day coughed and laid aside the rolls of copy. Mary Anne wondered what he was going to do. Obviously he intended to punish her.

‘How much of it do you understand?’ he asked.

‘I don’t know.’

‘What did we say about the Prime Minister last week, for instance?’

‘You said Billy Pitt held the reins too firmly to be shifted from the saddle, and Charlie Fox had better go play tennis in St James’s Street with the Prince of Wales and Mr Mucklow who keeps the court. I think that has two meanings, but I’m not sure.’

Mr Day looked more shocked and disapproving than ever.

‘At least you don’t understand the slang in the paper?’ he said.

‘I know what it means to pick up a flat.’

‘What does it mean?’

‘It’s really a term in tennis. But when you print it, it means to hoodwink a chap who doesn’t know his onions.’

Mr Day raised his eyebrows.

‘I have had a long talk with your father,’ he said, ‘and I agreed we should like him back here when he is well. But you are not to correct copy any more. At least, not for the present. You are going to school instead.’

‘To school?’

‘Yes. Not to your parish school, but to a boarding-school for young ladies that I know about at Ham, in Essex.’

Mary Anne stared at Mr Day in bewilderment. Was he mad?

‘I can’t go there,’ she said. ‘My father hasn’t the money to send me, and my mother won’t spare me from home.’

Mr Day stood up. He did not look disapproving any longer. He was smiling.

‘I have offered to pay for your schooling,’ he said. ‘I think you are worth educating. I have a daughter your age at this school at Ham, and I’m sure you’ll be happy.’

‘Does Mr Hughes know?’

‘This is a private matter. It has nothing to do with Mr Hughes.’

The overseer frowned. How peculiar that the child should think of that. He was certainly not going to tell Mr Hughes because Mr Hughes had an unpleasant mind, and would tell his overseer that he had been beguiled by a young baggage who looked more like fifteen than thirteen and wore a red ribbon in her hair with enchanting effect.

‘It’s very kind of you indeed,’ said Mary Anne, ‘but what exactly do you expect to get out of it?’

‘We will talk about that in two years’ time,’ he said. He took her to the door and shook her gravely by the hand.

‘If the boarding-school in Ham is for young ladies,’ she asked him, ‘does that mean I shall become a young lady too?’

‘Yes. If you learn what they teach you.’

‘Shall I learn to speak proper, not broad?’

‘By all means.’

Excitement filled the child. This was the beginning of something, the start of adventure. Leave home, leave the alley, become a young lady, and all because she had done something that she was not supposed to do. She had deceived Mr Day, and Mr Day was going to educate her. It paid, then, to deceive.

‘I will call on your parents again in the course of the week,’ he said. ‘And by the way, I understand Bob Farquhar is not your real father but your stepfather. Your real father was called Thompson. Which name do you prefer to go by when you are at school?’

Mary Anne thought rapidly. The gentleman from Aberdeen. The gentleman attached to the Army. The gentleman who had given her mother better days. This could all be explained to the young ladies at Ham, if only the name were not Thompson. There were so many Thompsons. Mary Anne Thompson. Mary Anne Farquhar. Farquhar sounded better, while in the background loomed the clan Mackenzie.

‘Mary Anne Farquhar, if you please,’ she said.
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When Mary Anne was fifteen and a half the good woman who had charge of the young ladies’ boarding-school at Ham told Mr Day that his protégée had completed her education and there was nothing more they could teach her. She read well, she spoke well, she wrote a fair hand. She was proficient at history and English literature. She could sew and embroider, she could draw, she could play the harp.

But she was mature for her years, and this had caused a certain amount of concern to those who were responsible for the young ladies. Miss Farquhar’s appearance was such as to draw attention outside the precincts of the school. She was stared at in church. Bold looks followed her in the street. Messages had been thrown to her over the wall. Someone, who should have known better, had signalled to her from a window in the house opposite, and it was said that Miss Farquhar had signalled back. These things made for anxiety in a scholastic establishment. No doubt Mr Day would appreciate the fact and remove his protégée to the care of her parents, who could supervise her themselves.

Mr Day, who drove down to Ham by post-chaise to fetch Mary Anne, was not surprised to hear that people stared at her in church. He found it hard not to stare at her himself. She was not a beauty, but there was something about the eyes, the expression continually changing, and the tilt of the nose that made for great liveliness and charm. Maidenly modesty was not one of her qualities. She rattled away to him in the post-chaise without the slightest embarrassment, and pumped him as to his journalistic progress.

‘We were allowed to see the Morning Post,’ she said, ‘but it was too dry for my liking. The Public Advertiser has all the news. I used to buy that, when we went into town, and hide it under my pillow. I missed your pamphlets, all the same, and the Court gossip. I hear the Duke of York is going to marry a German princess with flaxen hair. No more duels for him. And the King doesn’t like Mr Pitt as much as he did, and the Tories are in a state of agitation about the French chopping so many heads off in case the habit is catching and we start doing it over here.’

Mr Day thought to himself that his protégée was going to find life very cramped at home, and he couldn’t possibly risk her coming to the printing-house to read copy, or the press would stop working and the paper would never get printed at all. The best plan would be for the young woman – for really he could not call her a child any longer – to act as his housekeeper. He was a widower, and his own daughter still at the boarding-school in Ham. Mary Anne would make a most presentable housekeeper, and possibly, as time went on, if his feelings became a little warmer, he would consider taking further steps. He would not rush her with any of these ideas at present. She must go home and see her parents first. But he was persuaded she would very soon become tired of life with them.

Three years had seen changes in the Farquhar household. They had left the cramped old home in Bowling Inn Alley for a roomier house in Black Raven Passage, off Cursitor Street, owned by a Mr Thomas Burnell, a well known carver in stone and Master of the Masons’ Company, who kept a room on the ground floor as an office but let off the rest. The three boys were at school all day, and only Isobel remained with her mother, while her stepfather, Bob Farquhar, though still affectionate, easy-going and goodnatured, was now fatter, coarser and lazier than ever, and very often the worse for drink.

Mary Anne tried to discuss this with her mother, but her mother, proud and reserved, would not be drawn. ‘Men have their faults,’ was all she would say. ‘If it’s not one thing, it’s the other.’

The other, Mary Anne supposed, must be women. Her stepfather sometimes came home very late at night and when he did creep in, sheepish, tipsy, winking an eye at her as he had done when she was younger, she would feel like boxing his ears. Her mother wore a martyred look. She complained without words, and Mary Anne found herself divided between the two and sorry for both. She was young and gay and bursting with life, and she wanted everyone about her to be happy. Meanwhile the days had to be spent in dusting for her mother, and teaching Isobel multiplication, and walking up and down Holborn looking in the shops. Her fine education seemed to be wasted. Charley was still the companion, the favourite, but even he seemed young to her grownup eye, and when he begged her for stories the romances of Ham in Essex took the place of the silver button and the ‘Forty-Five’.

‘What happened then?’

‘I didn’t answer his note, of course. I threw it away.’

‘Did you see him in church?’

‘Not him. The other one.’

‘Which did you like best?’

‘I didn’t fancy either. They were only boys.’

Yet waving from a window had been amusing enough, and there was no one to wave to in Black Raven Passage.

After Christmas Bob Farquhar, who had been coming home at three in the morning for several weeks, did not come home at all. Nobody had seen him. He had not turned up at the printinghouse, nor at the coffee-house, nor at the taverns. An accident was feared, and enquiries were made, but without result. Finally, eight days afterwards, when his distraught wife was preparing to buy crêpe and a widow’s bonnet, a laconic note came from the culprit, saying that he had left home for good, and the printing-house too, and had gone to live with a woman in Deptford.

Mrs Farquhar collapsed. She confessed that she had suspected something of the sort had been going on for years. She had scraped and saved to put aside a little sum that would help them in the eventuality that had now come. But the sum would not last many months. Something would have to be done.
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