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To my darlings.


And for my mother. 










‘It is not from the benevolence of the butcher, the brewer or the baker that we expect our meal, but from their regard to their own interest.’


 


Adam Smith, The Wealth of Nations, Book 1










Part One


 


 


‘I am a little world, made cunningly.’


John Donne, Holy Sonnets
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Chapter 1


London, 1763 – Summer


When my mother lay down to birth that last baby, she was so tired of everything that I thought I could have sold her shoes; surely she’d not get up and need them anymore. 


I go to her now only because I should. My glass is full to the brim with sorrow and there is no room for another drop, whether sweet or sour. This is my nineteenth summer, but I have known only thirteen happy years to this date. And that is only if I include my early childhood in the reckoning, back when, in all honesty, I owned no accountable state of mind. Without that, it is a very poor tally. 


Her room is heavy with a milky fug, close and thick; the curtains are drawn so that they fold over each other and there is only one lamp lit. It is not the time for visitors or street sellers; carriages go quickly past without stopping. These tall buildings stand opposite their identical counterparts in neat rows, matching window for window and door for door. Castle Street is a dull, brick corridor for any traffic to pass along without distraction. Even if there were people walking outside, they would not cast more than a glance at this unprepossessing house or wonder what is within.


I do not take much notice of the scrap in the cot – it seems a waste of fine linen and lace to me – but I put my hand on my mother’s forehead and marvel at the cheery pink of my skin next to her cloudy grey face.


Do not think me harsh that I do not coo at this new-born infant, but I had done much loving with that boy my brother, and he had coughed his last just before his third birthday two years ago, so a lot of good all that loving did him. So many affections and songs and jolly games I’d put into him yet they could not keep his breath in his body. I am done with being light towards babies, and had thought my mother the same. After she saw him dead, she got dry and thin, like those cases of the honesty plant – do you know them? – that become crisp as paper, with all the seeds rattling inside.


But she was got again with child, before six months were gone. ‘Perhaps another brother is coming!’ she said, not meeting my eye. Her stomach had scarcely swelled before that baby had shrivelled and died there.


Only the doctor’s coming and going marked her subsequent confinements. Their optimistic beginnings and bitter endings were not mentioned. The possibility of a sibling was no longer discussed. I never saw her sew a single stitch on a tiny garment or prepare the crib.


Once, though, she took my hand and held it to the round, curved front of her dress. A baby’s movement pushed the cloth against my palm.


‘The quickening!’ she said. I pulled away – surely it would not live very much longer and I thought I might feel the very moment of its death if I kept my fingers there. 


That baby had died as soon as it breathed air. Perhaps I had felt a fish swimming instead.


But this infant rattled around inside till she was spat out, with her nose in the air to sniff out love. I am cried too empty to hold her or do more than merely glance in the crib. I turned off my tears tight like a tap after my brother’s small body was buried, and she will have to put her snout elsewhere for her games and rhymes.


My mother only stares at the ceiling, but she trails one hand over the rail of the child’s bed. If I was to think of the mite, it would be to pity it: so new in the world and with only a cold sister turned away and a bony, limp hand dangled above it for company and comfort. Scarcely a week before, despite her full belly, my mother had held me to her and whispered some small sweet words close to my ear. I am woman enough now to carry my own infant, but I am still my mother’s child, too. Let’s see who is the better fighter for her favours. I’d been tested with such sadness as would try a martyr, and I’d stood straight. This new piglet won’t get much room at the trough.


‘Annie . . .’ There is too much breath in my mother’s voice, and yet not enough of it. She dozes, her lids half-closed. She will not remember this moment, I think. 


When I was small, my nurse would hold my dark hair from my face and look at me carefully. ‘You are not like your mother at all,’ she’d say, ‘but you are your father’s child.’ I do not have the flaxen hair of my mother, nor her bright beauty. It is faded now, like a rose, but not with the full-blown heaviness of the flower, but of a bud which was picked too soon and never bloomed. 


My mother used to stand with her warm back pressed to mine, to see where I reached against her. By the time I had grown above her head, she was seldom upright. ‘Your eyes are the same colour as my sister’s were,’ she had told me once. My aunt had died when I was too young to be sad, but I hoped that my brown eyes did not upset my mother. They sat wide apart in my round face and looked at her with love, as her sister’s once did. I had wanted to ask if I resembled her or anyone else in the family in other ways, but the moment passed. It was left to me to peruse my appearance and decide that my features were acceptable if not startling, and to note the narrowing span of my waist as I got taller.


The sash is closed tight. There seems hardly enough air in the room for the three of us to share. If my father could brick up all the windows he would – not to put money in his pocket, but because he has no use for light within or the sounds without his house. The curtains and wall coverings are all of a piece: a sprigged, floral pattern that my mother chose many years before. It has darkened with age and neglect, a barren field where once was a cheerful garden. 


Her bedroom aches with my mother’s weariness. If she is weary now, it is as much with what’s in her heart as with the struggle of birth. I’d sat in the room below while she laboured, watching my father’s face, while above us there were sounds that made me blush. He didn’t flinch at my mother’s grunts and low groans, neither did he smile at the small cry that followed. He only met my eye when the nurse, Grace (though why is she called that when she has none?) a silly red-faced girl not much older than I, tapped at the door and opened it wide as her fingers were still knocking. 


‘You have a daughter, Sir,’ she said, important with news.


‘I have two daughters then,’ my father said, looking at me all the while. She laughed as though this was wit of the highest order, but I’ll tell you why he didn’t smile. Two daughters living and one son dead! What use is that to him? Why does this pig-faced idiot clap her pudgy hands together to applaud his achievement? He must rise from his chair and climb the stairs to hold a wife he doesn’t love and admire a baby he doesn’t want. My father has never exchanged a single private thought with me, yet I know what I know as surely as if he’d written a treatise. 


I almost wished the nurse were a friend to me, so that we could share some confidence about his failings, while he was adding up ours. But then I looked at her face and thought myself better alone. No one but a fool could look so happy in a miserable house, could they? The mice here probably throw themselves on the traps for a quicker end.


The baby stirs and cries, and my mother rouses herself a little and picks the infant up from the crib. They are all white cotton and ribbon together, my mother unlacing her nightgown to free her dug. I look away. I do not want to watch this intimacy and the thought of it makes me squeamish. Tiptoeing to the door, I turn to see my mother’s head bent over her task. I do not bid her farewell, only stop the door’s slam with my arm so I do not attract her attention. In truth, the tableau disturbs me. The sounds of nursing and the sight of my mother’s bare skin make all my thoughts complicated. For a moment I cannot tell which of them I envy more, but this envy makes my blood run hot. 


The nurse stands on the landing, her face set as usual in a smirk. ‘Evelyn,’ she says. ‘That’s pretty, isn’t it?’ I don’t answer, which she takes for ignorance. She is right. ‘The baby’s name,’ she simpers. ‘After her grandmother, your mother tells me.’ 


If I didn’t think it would cause more trouble than it was worth, I’d box her ears for that. Cuff! for knowing the child’s name before I did. Cuff! that I didn’t think to ask what my sister was to be called. Cuff! for even mentioning my grandmother to me. I could cope with her tears, and watch the red weals rise on her face all right, indeed I would relish the sight, but if she prattled to my father or stormed out of the house I’d suffer for it worse than she her short smacking. 


So I say nothing. From downstairs comes a hoarse ‘Dinner!’ and the nurse nods her head to me a little, remembering at last that she is in our employ, and pushes open my mother’s door. 


‘Let me take her when you are done.’ She sings the words almost, adding ‘ohs’ and ‘ahs’ and ‘nows’ as she goes about her business. Then there is rustling and murmuring, the mingled noises of these women and that child and I go away from what troubles me.


My father is already seated at the dining table, a large wodge of linen at his throat, a glass of wine in his hand. I suppose we cannot afford another maid, or my father will not pay more likely, so the cook serves on. Which is a shame for her, as she must listen to my father’s nightly abuse of her offerings. She is supposed to take off her apron before bringing in plates and bowls, as if to mark her transition between stove and table, but oftentimes forgets and it amuses me to see her try and turn her apron behind her back with one hand, as she balances her load with the other. Tonight she has realised once more that she still wears the thing and attempts to roll all the fabric up and tuck it in to the waist of her skirt while aiming to distribute the plates between us.


My father regards her with contempt. ‘Just bring the food, Jane.’ He doesn’t rise to help her, or include me in what might be a shared amusement. 


‘Oh, Mr Jaccob,’ Jane says, ‘this baby arrived safely, thank the Lord. Does she resemble her mother?’


‘Does this resemble meat?’ My father grunts his words, pushing at the meal in front of him with his knife. ‘What grey beast died for this, eh, Jane? And how long it must have suffered, for no amount of good living would lead to this quantity of gristle in death. And you have added to its misery with poor gravy and sad potatoes.’


Jane bobs, and tucks and pulls at her wretched apron, and altogether makes such a complete show of being a miserable woman that I don’t like to look at her. Bright spots of shame paint livid colour on her cheeks, and her voice trembles.


‘I swear I cooked it as usual, Mr Jaccob, but I’ll tell the butcher’s boy of your displeasure.’


‘You are a gang together, a pair of idiots: one who can’t sell good meat, the other who can’t prepare it.’ He continues in this vein for a long time, all the while shovelling in and chewing at the accursed stuff. The linen at his throat turns brown with gravy, he sometimes grabs at the folds of material and swipes them over his chin and cheeks. I wonder, if Jane were to leave the room, might he subside like a pricked bladder and grow quiet? But she stays and stands and falters and apologises and tries to change the subject. The one probably needs the other, I think: this nightly ritual, their ridiculous conversation. 


I stare at the floor. The painted petals and leaves have worn thin under my feet to reveal a dull, dark green beneath. In the church the stone stairs bow under the footsteps of the pious, as they all take the same path to prayer. I am very far from good thoughts and proper observance as I sit here, scuffing the floor cloth into a smear, day after day. The heavy furniture seems to close in. I think it must creep towards the middle of the room when I’m not looking, like the child’s game. 


Do not imagine that I have lived only in this endless winter. The sky above my head was not always the colour of an old man’s snot. There was a time of such bright light you would have to shield your eyes and, until you were accustomed to the glare, you would be only able to make out shapes. But then you’d surely look twice to make sure you were seeing what you thought you saw. That man bending to swing a little boy onto his shoulders then imitating a whole farmyard to make him laugh? That was my father. That woman singing as she went about her day or making a dolly walk and talk and say nonsense to entertain a child? Not her twin, but my mother . . . 


*   *   *


My mother was so often confined to her bed when I was a child that I barely remembered her being well. The cause of her indisposition was never mentioned to me, although I heard whispered clues and decided the reason for myself. ‘Poor woman, another one died.’ ‘Will she ever carry to term?’ ‘Burn that little shawl, she won’t want to see it again.’


The changing for the better happened slowly. My mother’s swelling stomach was mildly interesting and I stood in front of my glass with a cushion under my petticoat to see how it suited me. But I did not imagine it would mean a new person in the world. When he arrived, the baby was swaddled not only with blankets and quilts, but with his own mucky binding. The crusted rime at his ears, the posseting puke that dried rancid and hard, his caterwauling insistence on attention and comfort all reminded me more of young animals than people. I asked when he would talk or play and was met with patronising answers. ‘All in good time, Anne,’ or, ‘Nature will decide.’ 


There was an energy in the house, though, which was all the more surprising as its little instigator did nothing. He only fed and slept and followed each large face with his new eyes as they bent over his cot to greet him. But I saw my father stand aside to let Jane pass instead of colliding with and then rebuking her. I watched him touch my mother’s arm lightly and deliberately as he asked after her day. I noticed her glance at him when in company and how warmly he returned her look. I was not jealous of the effect the infant had, but only curious as to how this little body, that could only lie flat on his back, could cause it.


‘Give him this toy,’ my mother held out a little dog made of soft cloth. I turned it round to inspect it. I knew it to be a thing I had played with. It had two cross-stitch eyes and a small bell hung from its ribbon collar. I shook it to hear the familiar little jangle. My mother watched me, pensive. ‘My Anne. You are fourteen, you’re nearly a grown woman. It seems only moments since this was your toy and you crawled to fetch it.’ My mother went to take it back, but I turned to the cot and waggled it about over the baby. My brother did not look at this offering, but instead fixed his lidless stare on me. And smiled. As if his mouth instructed his whole body, he poured his good feeling from the length of him. His toes pointed in joy and he curled and waved his fists with happiness. I could not help but smile back, which only increased his response. Like idiots, we gazed at each other and prolonged this wordless exchange. 


‘He smiles at you!’ I did not need my mother’s confirmation. I put my fingers to my brother’s little hand and he gripped as hard as his untested muscles allowed, which was strong enough to squeeze my heart, too.


After that I could not wait, on waking each day, to go to him. I propped pillows behind his back before he could sit alone, to show him more of the world. I made sounds in his ear until he could copy them. I held his arms as he sat on my lap and clapped them together to hear him laugh as his pudgy palms met. I was moved to tears by the beauty of the place where his neck joined his back. I marvelled at the unworldly softness of his skin. I curled the immature tresses of his downy hair till they stood from his head like a halo. ‘Where is Anne?’ I played peekaboo with him, hiding my face behind a scarf. ‘Am!’ he said confidently when I reappeared. I crouched in front of him to encourage his steps and applauded even when he toppled. I will not catalogue all his achievements but you can be sure they followed the path of any such infant. He learnt steadily and rejected or accepted what he needed to build him. He was probably no cleverer and no more beautiful than others. I have seen wrists as plump and heard sounds as sweetly gurgling since. But he filled me as completely and lightly as feathers in a quilt. 


If my mother seldom vouchsafed a confidence or asked me my thoughts, I forgave her for this boy was more than reparation.


I could not imagine the world would ever change and indeed, on the day that it did, the sun rose as always, in mocking imitation of a better morning. 


My father stood outside the nursery like a guard and put his hand across to prevent me passing. ‘The doctor comes,’ he said, keeping his eyes to the floor. 


Panic laid cold hands on my skin as if I stood there naked. I had hardly enough wind in me to speak. ‘What is wrong?’ I whispered. 


‘A fever. Your mother found him ailing,’ he said, still looking away. 


‘Did he not cry out?’ I said. If my brother had spoken ‘Am!’ in his quietest voice, I would have heard him and scampered to his side. 


‘He was very brave and waited till she came,’ my father said. I thought this elision of illness and courage very stupid. When he was well, I would teach him to fear every sniffle. 


‘Let me past,’ I pushed at my father’s barring arm.


‘There may be a contagion,’ he hissed, but he let me win the contest. 


The room within was muted with fear. My mother sat by his bed and Jane was pressing a flannel in a basin. I could hardly focus on him when I looked to see. His eyes were closed but when I called his name, he opened them to reveal a glassy stare. 


‘He sees angels already,’ said Jane. I struck her hard on the arm. She winced, but did not make a sound. My fingers were still sore with the blow when I put them to his forehead. It was ridiculously hot. 


‘Where is the doctor?’ I said, not taking my hand away though I hated what I felt.


‘He comes, he is sent for,’ my mother said, her voice high with anxiety.


The doctor’s arrival caused the curtains to flutter and the candle flame to shake, but I stayed immobile as a statue. He bent over him and rubbed at his chest and put a tincture under his tongue, but my brother slipped further from my desperate arms. 


‘He sleeps,’ the doctor pronounced, though there was no discernible change in him. ‘You should rest, too,’ he turned to my mother. She shut her eyes at once, as though he hypnotised her with this instruction. 


Jane led her from the room. ‘Tell us if . . .’ she left her sentence unfinished, but the words she didn’t say reverberated as if she had shouted them. 


The doctor began to unscrew yet another vial of liquid. ‘Leave!’ I said to him. He did not question the command. His very obedience demonstrated what little more he could do. When we were alone, I began to speak to my brother but my voice trembled and I stopped. I did not want him to hear me falter and then feel afraid. His breathing was so shallow I could not see any movement in the bedding. I put a fingertip to his nose. If I pinched his nostrils even lightly together, he would fade like a shadow exposed to light. His suffering would cease. His eyes snapped open and he read my intent. I snatched my hand away. I began to make promises to the empty air if he could live. Before I could even say Amen, his last breath failed to reach his tiny heart. 


I would not leave his side. Though my mother begged and my father admonished, while the doctor left me medicine and Jane brought food that I did not touch, I stayed. It was not until the vicar arrived, kissing his jewellery and making signs that I got to my feet. He blessed the small body, muttering of heaven and pure souls. He wrapped him in a linen shroud that would cling more diligently than his clothes ever did, for he wriggled and kicked in life. My mother and father knelt with clasped hands and closed eyes to pray to their God, but I only watched a man tend a corpse. 


The day after he was buried, although I lay with a pillow to my head to muffle my thoughts of him in the earth, I could not help but hear my mother and father raise their voices to each other. 


‘There is still love.’ My mother was pleading. She sounded like a little girl. ‘There will be other children.’


‘I wanted my son,’ my father said. I hugged the pillow tighter but his words leaked in.


‘And we still have Anne. We still have each other,’ the child-woman said. ‘You still have me.’


He roared his answer. I would never be deaf to it. ‘You are not enough!’ And again, ‘You are not enough.’ 










Chapter 2


Her ordeal almost over (‘Stop clattering and spattering, woman!’), Jane collects up the plates and leaves the room. 


The clock has an echo within the case, and every tick-k-k tock-k-k reverberates in the room. Perhaps I shall count the minutes as the clock chops the silence about. My father tugs the napkin free from his neck, wipes around his mouth strenuously with it then bares his teeth to rub his gums. I hope he will not turn his gaze to me. I must neither catch his eye nor seem to evade him. There might be some topic he wants to address and he will sermonise and lecture till he is done, without interruption. He will not take too long about it, at least: he always tires swiftly both of his own voice and my face. 


It was not ever thus. When I was a child of perhaps ten or so years, he seemed suddenly to find me diverting. I was a bright little thing, eager to ask questions and learn facts. ‘Listen to her recite!’ he would say to my mother, and I would entertain them both with a song, or recitation, even some Latin, that my father had put in my head. My father’s old friend Dr Edwards stayed with us a while during this brief period of my father’s affection and, being a scholar and seeing my appetite, he persuaded my father to let me sit at lessons with him.


*   *   *


Ah, Dr Edwards. If I had thought the world an amazing place before now, with Dr Edwards to guide me I understood, vividly and for the first time, what you might carry in your head about the things you could see. The people he told me of and the strange words he knew!


‘My friend Onions has told me about a delicious Zoffany,’ he said one day, laughing with me at the strange conjunction of names but then describing a painting so clearly to me that I could imagine I smelled the paint. 


He unlocked the secret code of the Latin I’d chanted in ignorance, to reveal its meaning. ‘Da mi basia mille, deinde centum,’ he recited, sliding a little Catullus onto my lap. ‘Give me a thousand kisses, then a hundred. See how he declares himself.’ 


He taught me the names of plants. He showed me maps of foreign lands and spoke to me in their tongues. He read me the plays of William Shakespeare, he took all the parts himself and played each enchantingly well. Even at the piano he excelled and we sang together – I was uninhibited then – and it made us laugh to harmonise and warble. 


Dr Edwards’ eyes were rheumy and dim; he was rather alarmingly whiskered and (though I was not offended by it, for I loved him) he was even a little unpalatable to be near: he carried a great deal of his luncheon in his beard and often it was not even the luncheon of the day, but of several days before. His coarse coat scratched him at the collar, where he rubbed his neck raw, and although his two front teeth top and bottom were sturdy, their fellows were absent or black. But he was handsome to me, as he was the key to learning, the gatekeeper of the wider world. He visited only once weekly, but in the days between I pored over the books that he left, I memorised every word he ordered and more besides. If he had told me to learn all Shakespeare’s works, I’d have attempted it for certain – but he was a reasonable man, and only asked what I could properly do.


And so we sat, side by side, on a hard settle (my father not lending us his study, we had no desk and were forced to make a schoolroom out of a scarcely used anteroom) and to each of my questions Dr Edwards had a reply. ‘Why does a caterpillar move as it does?’ ‘Why should it make a cocoon?’ ‘Tell me about the sizes of the moon.’ ‘Explain to me how the sun shines!’ I had so many questions, it was as if everything I’d wondered at had been held tightly wound in my head and now it unspooled, to my teacher’s obvious delight, and he proffered his learning with a lightness I still miss. 


‘What does London look like?’ I said. ‘I can only see a little way in front of us from my window.’ 


He reached into his bag for a book, but then stayed his hand. ‘A practical demonstration,’ he said, getting to his feet. ‘Come.’


We had to step round Jane, she was on the floor in the hall cutting a large spread of moreen in two. She and Dr Edwards pretended to be in a kind of dance as he passed her, joining their red hands together. She came just to his waist in height as she was on her knees and so could only sway to and fro. 


Dr Edwards left the house at a brisk pace. I had not been out in the streets with him before and he seemed to forget that I did not know the way. He did not always remember that I was with him, either. He kept up a constant dialogue aloud with himself as we went, punctuated by wheezes and coughs. ‘Must not pass on the left hand side here, Huggins might see me through the window and it would be: “Where’s the money? A debt is a debt.’’ He’s stuck with those words now, isn’t he, till I pay up and free him. Which I shall not. Eh, Huggins? Ah, no, NOT that way, no, Sir, no, Marylebone Gardens are out of bounds. Too much temptation and not enough pleasure after. Old Davenport, isn’t that where he fell? Righted quickly but still limping. Though I swear I’ve seen him dip down on both legs forgetting which was lame. Number 21! I could eat that sweet stuff she served there at every meal. What was her name? She told me how many eggs but I cannot recall much else. What was she called? Ten eggs. Ten!’ 


I wasn’t listening, I was more concerned with avoiding collision with the other pedestrians. I tried to observe where we walked, too, but what with Dr Edwards hastening and chuntering and the crowded streets, I only caught brief glimpses of doorways and railings and the beginnings of flights of stairs whose ends I could not see. 


When we came to open ground, with a high hill before us, Dr Edwards appeared to notice me as if for the first time. ‘Anne! Here we are.’ It was a scrubby place, dotted with some ramshackle cottages and lacklustre vegetation. ‘We shall not linger,’ Dr Edwards said, seeing that I was puzzled about why we had gone there at all. He breathed in with relish, as though the atmosphere had markedly improved in quality. ‘Fresh air!’ he declared. I could still smell the fumes and vapours as before, but I agreed to humour him, inhaling deeply through my open mouth. ‘Take some lungs full, you will need plenty for the climb.’ I knew, as did he, that you could not store air inside you but that you must repeat and replenish your breath every moment. I hoped the exertion of our walk had not knocked all knowledge from his body. He reassured me by taking up our lesson as we proceeded, pointing out flowers and trees. He tested me on the names of blooms I’d hitherto seen only in illustration and hurrahed when I was correct. His words came with more difficulty as we ascended and by the time we neared the top any botany was beyond him. It was an effort for me to climb, too, my head was bent over with concentration. There were little rocks and hillocks on the path and I didn’t want to stumble. 


We stood facing each other on the summit, panting and blinking. Wiping away tears of effort, Dr Edwards put his hands heavily on my shoulders. ‘Close your eyes,’ he instructed. He propelled me round to face away from him. ‘Open,’ he said, still breathing hard close to my ear and spattering me with hot air. 


In front of me, precise as a tapestry, was a spectacular, great, open spread of fields and distant buildings. The river snaked and looped, careless of what had to be built around and over it. The sky above us seemed wider here than when we stood on the ground, as though we needed a greater space above us to marvel at the panorama below. At first Dr Edwards pointed out landmarks that I was familiar with and then proceeded to indicate places as foreign to me as were any abroad. I began to make sense of the living geography he illustrated. 


‘And there you live,’ Dr Edwards pointed to the right. The houses were too far away to be distinct, but I could imagine the neat rows and the ordered streets. From our viewpoint, the trees and green spaces held sway, mocking any attempt to restrain them. They could easily overpower the man-made landscape if they chose, forcing roots through the floorboards and sending thorny brambles to reclaim the alleyways. 


The vast sky and the high hill should have made me feel closer to heaven than earth, but lately I had begun to have doubts about the Almighty. I was winded by the huge responsibility of God’s tasks. He seemed to punish or reward indiscriminately, presumably as he was overwhelmed by the magnitude of His responsibilities. How could He keep His all-seeing eye on all of us at once, for instance, even from this most convenient spot? If He had watched Dr Edwards and me walking here just now, how could He have minded my mother and father, too? And Jane was often out of sight in the kitchen. Did He really trust her to be alone?


‘Dr Edwards,’ I said, noticing that his jacket was torn at the pocket where he had caught it on some errant branch, ‘where is God and how can He be everywhere? I am not sure,’ I said, regarding the chaos of human creation below us, ‘that He is anywhere at all.’


Dr Edwards puffed out his cheeks. This forewarned me that his answer would either be lengthy or obscure. When he divulged a simple fact, he jumped on it like a boy into a river. ‘Well, I do not think He is up there,’ he pointed over his head. ‘Or in any building.’ We could both see St Paul’s, which seemed to stand for all churches. ‘It is pleasant to attend a place of worship, though. And some of the language in the Bible is very fine. But who knows what awaits us after all this is done? In this world we, not an invisible deity, are the architects of our lives.’ He waited to see what I would say, bouncing his fingers against his lips. I said nothing. 


‘I doubt, too,’ he went on, ‘that we are created innocent and become filled up with desires and vices, evils that we can avoid only by devotion to prayer.’ He lowered his voice as though we were overheard. ‘To my mind, we carry all that we need to survive, indeed to live well, in our heads and our hearts from birth. We must decide our own paths accordingly and individually. There is precious little other instruction available.’


‘Who cares for us, then?’ I said, thinking of my nightly petitions on behalf of my whole family to this effect.


‘Each for the other. Or not,’ he replied. He watched me weigh up this new idea. ‘You should continue to attend services,’ he said brightly, ‘I find one can use the time for a great deal of inspiring private thought and examination.’ Dr Edwards’ hair spiralled in the wind that buffeted us from all directions. The scudding clouds behind his head made it seem as if he was falling towards me. I thought that if God had manifested beside him then, they might be taken for twins. 


I stretched my hand out in front of me and pinched my fingers together where my house stood, as though I was a giant who could destroy the building with one squeeze. I raised my hand and imagined my family tumbling against the walls as I lifted it up, making them cling fearfully to the furniture and slide, helpless, across the floors. I set it back down gently. I felt tender towards the household then, a sentiment I have since found impossible to summon. 


‘When your father and I first went to Castle Street, there was only brown earth. We watched it grow brick by brick.’ He glanced at me. ‘I expect you imagine us looking then much as we do now.’ It was true, I could only picture them both overseeing the work and examining plans together as the portly and broad-shouldered men that I saw each day. ‘We were young,’ he said. Try as I might, I could not shrink their bellies or lighten their steps in my mind’s eye. On the way home, Dr Edwards seemed melancholy, as though he had only recently exchanged coats with his younger self and wanted his youthful one back. 


We didn’t speak of the Almighty again. I was satisfied that Dr Edwards had drawn our discussion to a proper conclusion. But now that we had touched so easily on this grave subject, surely any other question I raised could be as swiftly and simply answered.


*   *   *


One day I asked him about the differences in a man and woman’s body – I had been regarding myself carefully of late, gazing down at my body and feeling all of its shapes with my hands and fingers. I’d only the briefest acquaintance with the form of a man and mostly, I confess, from paintings. I remember one most vividly; it hung on the wall at my aunt’s house. It was a depiction of a saint: naked, doubtless persecuted, carrying a large wooden cross, his body bent over away from the painter. This back view showed a round behind and a long back studded with bones. The buttocks were large and taut, the painter had gilded everything with the fierce rays of a high bright sun and this light burnished his flesh as the figure strained. Looking at this image stirred something in me that could not be explained, and I felt on the cusp of some great revelation. Dr Edwards, with his kindly gaze and great learning, must be the person to help.


I described the scene to him as best I could – the angle of the man’s body, his muscles engorged as he gripped and grappled with his burden. 


‘Why did the sainted man have such a wideness to him?’ I asked. Dr Edwards smiled, he pawed at his neck and the skin there stretched under his nails. ‘It seems to me that a woman could not be made that way, that she must be narrow.’ I continued in this sorry fashion; I did not have the words to find out properly what I wanted to know.


Did Dr Edwards pause, did he question how he might proceed and discard caution? I see myself, barely nine, looking up at him, all infant brightness and keen anticipation, and then I see him regarding me with, perhaps, a different gaze. Did he clear his throat? I think he cleared his throat.


‘It is a complicated thing, this difference of which you speak,’ he began. ‘It is mainly regarding the matter of new life. Did your aunt just recently bear you a cousin?’ 


‘She did. A squalling thing, too. Must we speak of babies?’ 


‘Inspect him closely, before we speak again.’


‘Inspect him? In what way?’ 


‘The virile difference, child. The way he’s shaped.’ 


How I wished I had only asked about the umlaut and why it bent the vowels in its charge. Or why spices made me sneeze. But I had posed a question and Dr Edwards would answer it. I had no need to peer closely at a baby boy, I understood what Dr Edwards hinted at – the nobbly flesh sac between the legs of a male. It was its purpose I’d wondered at, not its existence. I blush now to think how I’d asked him such a thing outright, and I blush even more at what happened next.


*   *   *


You cannot say my teacher wasn’t eager to impart what he knew, and you must marvel at how practical the lessons became. The next week Dr Edwards arrived with sheaves of paper, each illustrated with representations of men and women together. Fear not, they were not in any way demonstrative of what I’d enquired: the reason for their differences. They were depictions only of men and women posed in pairs, as if they were courting. Chastely, his painted examples gazed at each other, they held hands at most, and only their eyes met.


‘Do you see how these two types of person, the opposite of each other in many ways, must cleave together?’ Dr Edwards shuffled his pages to show yet more pairs at play or conversation.


‘Must they?’ I’d given up thinking about what I’d asked. Since our last lesson, I’d heard a song in French that amused me, eaten a berry I’d never tasted before and watched a spider spin a web. I had much to ask about each, but here was Dr Edwards still wandering doggedly in the cul de sac of last week’s enquiry, not out on the open road of this week’s fascinations.


Dr Edwards got up from his seat, walked to the doorway and stood there listening, his gaze on me the while. ‘Are we alone?’ he asked. ‘For this instruction is a private one, and we mustn’t be disturbed.’


I nodded. The household seemed uninterested in what Dr Edwards and I talked about in our lesson, and left us alone for its duration. Obediently, I fell silent too. We listened together: the house was still. 


Dr Edwards began to unbutton his coat. His britches were tight about his waist and his shirt billowed above them. Sitting back down beside me, he wrestled the fabric from its tucking and draped it with some care over his lap. He continued to fret and worry his hands underneath this shroud. Why didn’t he speak? This extraordinary action surely needed a commentary. He only breathed heavily, his face working as if he were chewing hard bread. 


‘There!’ He turned his head sideways to me, and freed one hand to take mine. 


In hindsight, I like to think that I was reluctant, that I pulled back a little from his grip, but I think I let him guide me all too easily to where he wished my hand to go. My fingers were placed around what I fancied felt like a child’s small arm, tense and warm to my touch. All the while, Dr Edwards looked me in the eyes, his expression triumphant, as if he had performed a magic trick I should admire. I moved my hand away a little, which had a startling effect on Dr Edwards, who till then – although serious – had stayed calm. 


‘No!’ Was he angry? I began to retract my hand. ’No!’ he cried again, and placed my hand back on the object. ‘This a man has,’ he said, in a hoarse whisper, ‘and the woman must make a little space between her legs to let it enter her. Thus, a baby is born.’


We had only studied the merest Latin till then, and briefly dallied with a little French and German. There was some Italian, too. Now I felt as if he talked in another language altogether, and puzzlingly fast, too. Enter a space between a woman’s legs to make a child? The man was clearly mad, and I began to feel a little frightened. Not of his strange claims – I could cast those off as soon as he left, I had obviously reached the very edges of his learning and he was consequently resorting to invention – no, I was afraid of his demeanour, of his reddening face and tense gait. He sat bolt upright, all his energies going into that one place, to the thing I held, that I was barely able to keep my fingers around even as he bid me keep them there. It seemed to grow and swell, it fought against my grip while Dr Edwards exhorted me to hold on.


You know what happened next, I think. How his hard muscle erupted in a terrible hot mess then softened in my grasp, how his breath laboured then calmed. You can imagine how he took my hand tenderly and wiped my fingers with his handkerchief. I recall I blanched at this, because to add to the indignity of my suddenly sticky hand, his kerchief had recently attended to his nose and I had a vivid image of its contents smeared onto my open palm. I felt as dizzy as when you leave a carousel, and the spinning world in your head adjusts slowly to the stationary ground under your feet. 


I did not feel afraid, but I knew all was changed between Dr Edwards and me. I once kept a mouse for a few days in a wooden box in my bedroom. I had found it small and sickly in the middle of the floor; it had made no attempt to escape when I lifted it – its body so light I could only tell that I held it by keeping my eyes fixed on its little form – and I fancied I could tame it and restore it to full mouse health. Of course, it did not live long and when I found its tiny corpse, I felt as sad as if I had loved it for all my life. I had wanted a playmate pet; I had imagined making miniature beds and toys for it, and it had died and none of this was possible. Such plans I had for it, all now dead, too, and how my little heart grieved. 


I had similarly conjured a world where Dr Edwards and I would continue to study together. Why should we not? We had both enjoyed our meetings, after all. Until this time, he was the fount of all wisdom to me and I imagined I would never tire of his teaching. Perhaps we would progress to the practical, not in the grotesque way Dr Edwards had done, mind, but with a little botany in the open countryside, some geography in travel, much conversation in situ. We had created a schoolroom in an unloved part of the house, we could just as easily build a classroom in a field or foreign town.


Fount of wisdom? Oh there was a fount all right. His personal geyser had fairly flooded the land of my ignorance and wiped out my innocence, too, as it spilled its gelatinous matter. I was crudely shot to the study of advanced physiology in one lesson and could not unlearn what I knew.


What happened next? There must have been an adjustment of his clothing, a gathering of his papers, I don’t recall. Did he pause at the door to turn and talk to me? I don’t remember what was said. I do know that Dr Edwards did not exhort me to keep my counsel about the events of the afternoon, neither did I weep when he left, though I was miserable. 


‘Do you leave now, Ted?’ My father stopped him in the hallway. There was a scrabbling noise as Dr Edwards pulled on his cape; next I heard his boots scuffing the floor. Around me, the portraits on the wall met my gaze. We all knew more now than we knew a moment since.


‘On my way, Sir.’ Dr Edwards coughed a reply.


‘And is her head more full of matter now?’ Said with a smirk in his voice. The painted faces around me leered.


‘Indeed it is. You will find her much enhanced.’


There was some more muffled conversation with my father as he left – no wonder he hurried away – and shortly after, my father called to me. He stood in the hallway as I came downstairs, taking each step as slowly as a toddler. He saw nothing different about me, I’m sure, though I felt transfigured. In a clear voice, I told my father I had had enough of learning. He was delighted. He fancied a girl’s head could not hold much, anyway, and although he’d found my recitations and the like diverting, it never occurred to him it might have any value to me. My wishing to retreat was proof positive that, had I continued, it would all have come to nothing in time.


It was not that I was repulsed by Dr Edwards’ member or its unexpected contents. If he had promised never to behave in such a way again, if he had chastised himself to me for this aberration and sworn he had not intended it to happen, I still could not have studied with him afterwards. It was for this reason: when I held him and worked my hand around him, I saw that I was making a thing happen to him that I was completely in charge of. His expression of desire had waxed and waned according to the grip of my fingers. His urgency unmanned him and made him weak. 


How foolish he looked! If ever I think of Dr Edwards now, it amuses me to remember his round eyes and lolling tongue.


*   *   *


‘Why do you laugh, you foolish girl?’ My father addresses me now as I sit at the table with him: I swear I had quite forgotten he was there. I don’t think he has heard me speak in a good long while, much less say his name. 


‘I was imagining the sweet games I might play with my new sister,’ I reply, knowing this answer would silence him. He has no time for the pretty thoughts of women. Any of their thoughts, come to that. 


He makes a sound in his throat as he stands and pushes back his chair. Without another glance in my direction, he leaves. The air in the room ripples a little as he swings the door wide. 










Chapter 3


How were the days punctuated after Dr Edwards left me so abruptly? In the great world beyond our doors, the world turned as it ever does. I suppose that the sun rose and set and the seasons changed. As usual, buds swelled and blossomed. Rain washed away leaves. I imagine that snow replaced frost. Water would have hardened to ice then melted. These things happen regularly, whether we are aware of them or not. There was a pattern to our habits, too, but it was a dull one, devoid of colour. My father farted at nine o’clock in the morning as he performed his ablutions; the church clock chimed in his malodorous wake. The clamour of the house rose toward noon, while tradesmen called and those with household duties bumped heads or clinked crockery, then subsided towards dusk. We had a few visitors; sometimes they sat with my mother and, once, I heard her laugh. I waited till her companions left and when I peeped over the banister, I saw her tug her cap back to the middle of her head where she’d skittered it happily askew. 


My mother was mostly to be found in her bed, though: either keeping her insides still to hold a baby there, or to rest them after they had expelled another unformed infant. There were always copious sheets and linens hung to dry in the yard. The flapping of them as they caught in the wind made me think of ships and sails. But I was marooned. Dr Edwards had cast me off from boredom and let me fish in new waters. Until his ridiculous behaviours struck rock and wrecked us both.


All the knowledge that Dr Edwards had put in my head sat there unmoving, a petrified forest whose branches would never send out leaves. I truly believed that I had learnt everything I would ever know. No one spoke to me at length any more. I was enduring a grotesque hibernation; it was not a delicious oblivion but a waking torpor. I am describing the passage of some two years, I suppose, but there were few anniversaries to punctuate the passing months. 


From only one room in the house did I hear anything like the exchange of information, beyond women’s voices giving instruction about stewing food or starching laundry. My father conducted some of his morning business in his room and, more often than not, I found myself pausing as I passed to listen to what was being said. 


Before long I was deliberately waiting at the window of the drawing room to see if my father had visitors. From this upper vantage point, they were a collection of wigs and hats. Sometimes a protuberant nose was visible or a cloak flowed behind them. Some dawdled and strolled, others flapped and rushed. They never raised their eyes, so no one ever noticed me and I was keen to remain unseen. As soon as I thought they were ensconced in his study and after the first pleasantries had been exchanged (for I learnt to avoid the preamble about health or the weather), I would creep as near as I could and, having opened my little book of fables to seem occupied with reading it, I would sit on the stairs and eavesdrop. 


If you were to pull my fingernails from their roots with sharp pliers, I could not recall a single useful sentence from that time. It was all to do with monies and weights and foremen. They spoke of forecasts. They argued about timetables and transactions. It was not of course the content that I craved, but the delightful ebb and flow of conversation. With each slight altercation or shared amusement, my skin tingled with pleasure. Although I did not understand their meaning, the words thrilled me, too. I wrote them afterwards on a blank page at the back of my book, spitting in my inkwell to revive it. I could make only a poor attempt at the spellings.


My father would signal the end of these episodes with a rise in volume, and a bluff ‘Well, then!’ or ‘We shall see!’ as he brought things to a conclusion. This was my cue to scurry away. 


One day, though, I was so genuinely distracted by the tale of the ‘Wolf in Sheep’s Clothing’ that it was only when my father and his companion stood in front of me in the hallway, their boots close together on the tiles, two brown and two black, that I looked up.


‘What’s this?’ said the other fellow, taking the book from me without my permission and bending it to read the cover.


‘This one always reads,’ my father said, as though he was apologising for a fault. 


‘I have such a child at home,’ the man returned the book to me with a wink. ‘It is like a thirst, isn’t it, so I suppose a little book from time to time will quench it.’ He winked again. I kept my two eyes on him without blinking. 


By now I had risen to my feet and was going backwards up the stairs away from them, feeling for each tread with my heel. 


‘Perhaps,’ the man continued, ‘I should bring my daughter here, to sit with her, next time we meet.’ 


My father’s eyebrows rose in query. ‘If you think it a good idea,’ he said, without enthusiasm. His visitor must be valuable to him, I supposed, otherwise he would have squashed that notion flat. My heart sank at the prospect of a companion, particularly one I hadn’t chosen. This man was a great long coil of a person, his face was a thin stripe of flesh with features squeezed on, even his hands were stretched and narrow. I imagined his daughter perched beside me, so tall that her hair would catch the breeze, like a pennant on a ship’s mast.


‘She is a little older, I think.’ He regarded me carefully as if he could determine my years by staring. ‘What age are you? Ten?’ 


‘Twelve,’ I said, peeved that he thought me so childish. 


‘Ah, Keziah is fourteen. Not so much your senior.’ Enough to create a chasm, I thought, already convinced that she was an old maid.


Satisfied, the two men went to the door where I could hear them slapping hands and backs in farewell. 


All the taste and flavour had gone out of my spying. My father set off alone the next day anyway, but I didn’t watch him go. 


*   *   *


A few weeks later, when I was despairing of any distractions, he told me at dinner that Mr Heath had called in the morning and he was bringing his child. ‘You might look out some books,’ he said. Unmoved by his instruction, I did not reply. I was not about to oil the wheels of his business by entertaining sundry offspring. I resolved to keep my counsel and to make the girl feel entirely unwelcome on her first visit and thus she would wish to abstain from another. By habit, I stood at the window to watch them arrive. Heath was loping, bent slightly forward to show me the curve of his back. His stride was as long as his height and, beside him, reaching only to his shoulder, bounced an unbonneted head of yellow hair. 


I do not know why my heart quickened at the sight of her, because I had not seen Keziah’s face then and her little hands were hidden in a muff. Perhaps it was the keen vigour of her gait, or the way her feet pointed out from her skirt that excited me. When I think of her now, in spite of everything that happened, I can still summon that sharp thrill at her arrival.


We stood awkwardly beside our fathers as they introduced us. She gazed up at hers with affection as he announced her name to me: ‘Keziah!’ But I only stared at her. She kept her hands in her silk muff and I thought they must be warm there. I longed to feel inside it. Once the men had closed the door behind them, she looked enquiringly at me.


‘Where shall we sit?’ she said, looking about. There was no chair in the hall. The stairs looked coarse and inhospitable – she wore a pale costume and wouldn’t want it marked. 


‘Shall we go to your room?’ she asked. That startled me: when I thought of that most private space, the walls seemed to bulge and swell and the furniture grew sharp. How would this girl manage without snagging her dress? 


‘Do you keep your books there?’ She was already going upstairs. She must have thought I slept in a library. 


‘There are only a few,’ I panted as I tried to keep up. She was taller than I and took the stairs easily. My own legs felt stunted in comparison. With each step, she appeared stronger and more graceful while I shrunk and thickened. On the landing, she had to pause to let me lead the way. The ranks of closed doors offered no clue as to which was mine. I went ahead of her down the corridor and had to stop myself knocking before I went into my own room, as if to warn it that we had company. 


I doubt that I would have arranged anything differently if I had known that she might inspect here, but I noted with relief that my pot was tucked away and my coverlet pressed flat. There were no items of clothing left about and only a poke of lace from the dresser drawer betrayed any intimacy.
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