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“Was it proper to sing with such expression, such originality, so unlike a schoolgirl? Decidedly not. It was strange, it was unusual.”


Charlotte Brontë, Shirley


“I must become something.”


Nikolaus Pevsner





Part One
The Edge of Land






1
Me and Them



Like I said, everything began with Lucy. And why wouldn’t it? Back then Lucy was fourteen and sensational, and quite capable of being the first person on the printed page of any book. She had an appeal that I know I am going to find hard to define, but I suppose I could start by saying that very few have even a little of what she had in spades. She was the Great Looker among us, and the only one of us girls to have inherited Ma’s features; in fact, there was so little of Pa in her, it was as though she had been reproduced by binary fission. Photographs of mother and daughter made for curious viewing. Their physical make-up was so similar – the sludge-green eyes, the long, dark hair with its hint of a wave, framing identical, sharp noses and perfect cheekbones – yet it was as if Lucy’s picture had been sprinkled with stardust. She was irresistible for the contradictions she inspired; without very much effort she combined a childlike humour with a proper, grown-up allure that made Eve seem merely frivolous.


It was odd; people felt compelled to discuss her the whole time. When we were growing up, no one ever stopped saying what a beauty she had become and what a heartbreaker she was going to be, which always struck me as stating the blinking obvious. I mean, from the moment Lucy started to wear a bra, hearts started to break. If anyone, even now, were to ask me what I recall most about my life before the age of ten, it would be the continual presence of boys around my sister. They were all healthily afraid of Pa, particularly as he was the vicar, but not even the threat of his wrath could quell their passion for his eldest daughter. They were always very friendly to me, and frequently asked me to relay messages to her: ‘Tell your sister I love ’er! Ask yer sister out to the pictures Saturday, will you?’ etc., and I would ask: ‘Which sister?’ But I knew perfectly well. She was the only one of us capable of causing havoc simply by walking into a room.


My parents got married and had their first child when they were just nineteen. Ma was forever telling us all that ‘in her day people didn’t think twice, they just got on and married the first person who asked them’ – a statement that never failed to make me queasy with anxiety. She met Pa in Manchester, where he was a cobbler’s apprentice and she was spending six months teaching French in a school for the poor, opened by her philanthropic godmother, Lady Elizabeth Wray. Ma, brought up by indulgent, well-heeled parents in the soft-stoned beauty of Bath, was shocked to the very core by northern England – its smoke, fog and industry, its bitter cold, the bleak winter followed by a summer where the sunlight seemed not to sparkle but to spit on the water on the River Tame. Quite apart from learning French and helping Those Less Fortunate Than Ourselves, Ma was a keen amateur dramatist whose greatest pleasure in life was singing – she spent every spare evening listening to records or tramping down to the Theatre Royal to watch some gruesome cabaret or other. The story goes that one evening, after watching an enthusiastic production of Girl Crazy, Pa nearly ran Ma over on his bicycle. Off flew her specs (she was almost blind without them), so he picked them up and handed them to her, and promptly asked her if she’d like to go with him to a dance that Friday night. Apparently Ma said yes before she’d even got her glasses back on, which means that either she was scared stiff of Pa’s booming voice, or she was so lonely she would have agreed to go out with anyone who showed her the slightest bit of interest.


They went to the dance together, where they drank Guinness and talked about dogs, lemon drizzle cake and a mutual admiration for Arthur Conan Doyle, and that was that; he asked her to be his wife two months later. Pa’s height (nearly six foot six) and his girth (gigantic), coupled with a speaking voice of such volume and confidence that in later years his sermons had people practically running out of church and throwing themselves into the nearest river to repent of their sins, made refusal unthinkable. Ma once told me that it had been as though Michelangelo’s David had proposed to her, he was so strong, so sure, so overwhelming. ‘Could I have a day or two to think?’ would have been out of the question.


It mattered not one jot to Ma that they were from such different backgrounds; if anything Pa’s working-class roots were part of the draw. Her own mother – who had despaired of the match until the evening before the wedding, when her spaniel, Warwick, fell into a well, and was rescued by Pa, a thick piece of rope and an excellent pair of boots – often used to say that it was precisely because of their differences that the marriage was such a success.


‘Sarah Merrywell, you landed on your feet with that man,’ my grandmother used to say. ‘To think! You almost ended up in the theatre – or worse – with an earl! He has saved you from the greatest threat there is.’


‘What’s that?’ Ma would ask, winking at us.


‘Oneself, of course.’


He was by any standards a difficult man, was Pa – fixated on tennis, of all things. While most lads around Pa’s way and of his age yearned to be like Thomas ‘Tommy’ Browell, the genius footballer for Manchester City, Pa would rather have been Wimbledon winner Tony Wilding. His enthusiasm for the game had come from his own father who, before the war, had ploughed horses on a big estate north of Yorkshire where a tennis court next to the cowsheds had provided the farmhands with hours of entertainment. To my grandfather’s great disappointment, Pa was no good at the sport himself, but what he did have was a great understanding of how to play, and a voice loud enough to bellow instructions from the net.


Very early in their marriage, Pa made two promises to himself. The first was to improve his first service, the second was to take his first service. Yes, Pa’s second fixation was God, who he claimed he had always known would ‘get him in the end’. A year after he married Ma, Pa decided that nothing was going to stop him from joining the Priesthood, and Ma (who, apart from anything else, recognized that Pa was a showman at heart) encouraged him. Their move to Cornwall came back down to the old tennis racket (ha ha). Pa was offered a substantial parish in York, a glorious church with a junior choir twice winners at the Eisteddfod, but he and Ma rejected it in favour of the Rectory, in the village of Trellanack, near Truro, because the house contained within its limited grounds an ancient tennis court. No matter that we would never have the money to restore the court to former glory, no matter that the Rectory – despite being designed by Pugin – had damp patches on the bedroom ceilings from blocked gutters on the leaking roof, an outside lavatory and a reputation for being haunted – Pa had been struck blind by the loveliness it all and the strange notion that he would sire a tennis prodigy through whom he could live – or play – vicariously. He reasoned that if he and Ma had plenty of children, the probability of having at least one with an iota of talent and drive in the sporting arena was fairly high. He was a man of conviction and determination, and with every one of us that appeared, fresh hope for Wimbledon victory emerged.


And plenty of us appeared; my parents had children very easily. The first born was E.J., in 1938 – a year after she and Pa first met. He wasn’t called E.J. when he was born, of course, he was merely Jack, but ‘Errant’ became a prefix when he started skipping school and then much later on decided to become an artist and moved to France. Growing up with Jack at the start of the register was a tough thing: he was that infuriating sort who never remembered birthdays but had that way of making everyone feel so delighted when he appeared that all his sins were instantly forgiven. Eighteen months after him came George, who had poster-boy looks yet wanted to go into the Church like Pa – our mother suggested that it was a sensible choice as it would be the only place he would be able to escape the swooning girls. A year after George came Lucy, about whom you already know plenty. Then came the twins, Florence and Imogen, and fifteen months after, little old me. Bringing up the rear a most unusual eight and a half years later came Roy and Luke, a year and a half apart. Ma felt that she couldn’t leave Roy on his own, so far behind the rest of us, which is why she decided to have another baby to keep him company – but I will come to that in a minute.


We lived under Pa’s iron thumb, and abided (when he was looking our way) by his twin philosophies: Hard Work Pays Off and Many Hands Make Light Work – a convenient one with a family the size of ours, and one which Lucy was always challenging with her lazy-girl’s mantra: ‘Too Many Cooks Spoil the Broth.’ Yet despite his forcefulness and his desire to have everything in order, Pa, an only child himself, could often be found sitting in his study with a slightly stunned look on his face when we were all at home, almost, Lucy said, as though he’d inadvertently wandered into the wrong house and was trying to work out the quickest way to grab his wife and leave.


Ma gave birth with the same attitude with which she laid a fire or prepared a Sunday roast – with minimum fuss and maximum efficiency. She also claimed that before every one of us was born she knew whether we were girls or boys. She even managed to give birth to Imogen just eight months after Florence, hence them being known as the twins when they weren’t really twins at all. What happened was that Ma had popped out Florence, and fallen pregnant a mere six weeks later. Imogen then arrived early (a trait that was to become a habit), and weighed only four and a half pounds, but Ma wrapped her up and put her in the cot with her closest sister for comfort. The doctors warned her that she might always be a little backward, but she wasn’t at all, except she stuttered when she was nervous or excited, which unfortunately for Imogen was most of the time.


Imogen was Ma’s favourite. She never said so, but I think all of us sensed it. She was a sweet and good and generally helpful girl who aged eighteen became a teacher in the village school, and liked making jam and didn’t mind picking up spiders and throwing them out the window. She always said, ‘Happy landing, Mr Spidey!’ which drove Lucy crackers.


‘How do you know it’s a mister?’ she would ask crossly.


‘Because a lady spider would never spend so long in the bath.’


When we were little, Ma’s preference for Imo bothered Lucy very much.


‘Of all the choice she had, what on earth makes her so special?’


‘Maybe it was the fact that she was born six weeks early,’ George would say.


‘I heard E.J. say you should never trust anyone who’s ever early for anything.’


‘Well, he would say that.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Beautiful people are never early. They know the rest of the world will wait for them.’


‘Oh, shut up.’


Florence didn’t mind that Ma preferred Imogen. She just did her own thing and listened – from a very young age – to a great deal of jazz and blues. I was music mad, as anyone with any sense was, and had a thing about a Jewish firecracker called Alma Cogan whom I had spied on the television a couple of times, and who looked like a princess from another land in her outrageous frocks. E.J. bought me one of her records for my ninth birthday, and I played it until it was too scratched and worn to play any longer. There was no one else on the planet I would rather be – I even called both my teddy bears Alma, to the irritation of all. But it was Ma who made us play and sing ourselves. She would sit at the piano with us every night, singing her heart out as though none of us were there, her eyes half closed, her children worshipping at her feet. She didn’t sense us there at all. She was up onstage somewhere, staring out at the lights. She was, while she sang, the girl that she had been before she met Pa. All I ever wanted to do was to learn to play the piano like her, and by my sixth birthday I had taught myself shaky versions of much of the score from Carousel. Naturally in love with the instrument, I would sit for hours on end practising until interrupted. It was something that Ma encouraged, just like she pressed upon us that as soon as you could open your mouth to talk – you should sing.


Two of us were better singers than the rest: Lucy and me. The others could hold a tune pleasantly enough – with the exception of George, who had Pa’s booming timbre without ever landing on the right note at the right time. I sang because it was something I couldn’t not do, it consumed me, swallowed me whole. I listened to instruction, I read music, I learned my craft from the masters, and, as a result, I soared ahead even further. Lucy sang for fun, and nearly always with an expression of amused indifference, as if she could take it or leave it, but if she was taking it, then she had the clout to keep up with the best of them. Naturally enough, this annoyed me. Why the voice had been given to Lucy, and not to Imogen, who adored opera, made me question the fairness of the Almighty. Ma realized very quickly that she wasn’t going to get anywhere by pressing her dreams on to Lucy – so she directed them all at me instead.


As soon as she recognized that I could impersonate Alma, I had Ma’s complete attention, the full, chaotic force of her unrealized dreams.


‘I wish I could sing like you, Tara,’ she would say to me when everyone else had spilled out of the dining room and upstairs to bed.


‘You can, Ma,’ I said, eight years old and puzzled by her, because I believed it to be true.


‘If I had had your voice, I would have done something with it.’


‘Like what?’


Ma would shake her head at the sheer width of possibility.


‘I would have used it to become famous. I would have travelled the world, married a film star—’


‘But you married Pa!’


‘Exactly.’ She looked at me, then down at her hands. ‘Use what you’ve got, Tara.’


‘How do you mean?’


Ma pulled a thread from the hem of my nightie and snapped it off. She never answered the question.


And it was hard, being part of such a large family; difficult to make voices heard, whether asking for the marmalade across the breakfast table, or for help with homework. Ma was a brilliant yet strangely distant mother, full of contradictions. She was irresistible when something made her laugh, but impenetrable when she disliked someone or something we had said to her. When she was cross, she spoke like a child about wanting to run away from everyone and everything, yet when she was happy it seemed she had the wisdom of all the world within her five-foot-five frame. She couldn’t resist giggling when she saw pretty men staring at her, but glared at the boys who whistled at Lucy. She held all of us in the palm of her hand, Pa especially, and she knew it. Her real delight had been with newborn babies; Pa was later to tell me that when each one of us learned to walk and talk, she mourned. Then she would be pregnant again, so the aching ceased. Sometimes she would try to tell us how it felt to carry a baby inside you for nine months. It felt alien, something that I couldn’t ever imagine happening to me. She often spoke as though she wouldn’t always be with us, something that never struck us as odd at the time.


‘You’ll always look after the rest of them, won’t you?’ she’d say to E.J. when he was home.


‘Hmm.’


‘Just in case.’


‘In case of what?’


These short bursts of conversation failed to prepare us for when it happened. Her last baby, our youngest brother, Luke, had been a difficult birth, her worst by some margin. She had gone into labour very suddenly one afternoon, two weeks early; she was at home with only thirteen-year-old Lucy by her side, and Lucy, of all of us, was the most impractical, the one who felt sick at the sight of blood and turned green at the concept of pain.


By the time the midwife arrived, all Lucy had managed to do was surround Ma with glasses of water. A complication with the position of the baby resulted in her losing an awful lot of blood, and the speed at which it happened meant that she gave birth in her bedroom without a midwife. Luke had been the wrong way round, and two weeks later Ma still hadn’t properly recovered. She was told that she had a severe infection, and just ten days after this she went to sleep and never woke up. Lucy was wrecked by her death, convinced that it was somehow her fault. It wasn’t of course, but Lucy was thirteen and terrified. She once told me that she felt certain that if it had been Imogen with Ma when she was bleeding, she would have known what to do, and Ma would have lived.


‘Imo’s not a doctor,’ I remember Jack saying to her. ‘She wouldn’t have done any better than you.’


‘Too good for us,’ whispered George, his new suit falling off his skinny frame at Ma’s funeral. ‘She was just too good for us.’


The day after Ma’s funeral another thing happened that Lucy and I would never forget. We fell off the bike we were sharing – I was sitting on the handlebars while she pedalled downhill – and both of us ended up in hospital. Lucy was allowed to leave after an hour, but I was sick – so bad was the pain, and the bewildering harshness of knowing that Ma was gone forever. My ankle was bandaged and I went home three days later, and the village felt black then – and every afternoon afterwards and throughout the whole of that bitter winter. Without Ma the world felt horrible. That was the only word I can think of when I look back on that first year without her. Horrible. I couldn’t seem to lose the limp from that fall – it was a slight, but nonetheless noticeable, thing – a constant reminder of that time, a physical pain stemming from my left foot that symbolized an anguish that we all felt.


And after she died, all we Jupp children became more ourselves than ever.


Jack became more Errant than ever before – it was the year after Ma’s death that he vanished to France without leaving so much as a note for the rest of us. George became more convinced than ever that he wanted to follow Pa into the Church, and gave up staring at girls on the bus. Imogen became more anxious, her stutter more pronounced. Florence became spikier, harder to read, more fixated with obscure jazz. Lucy was the worst affected of us all, though we didn’t find out how until much later. In all, it was as though Ma’s complex and contradictory character had been dispersed throughout all of us, with one aspect of her personality assigned to each of her children.


And me? I became more awkward and difficult, and obsessed by horses, who I decided were my only friends in the cruel world, etc., etc. In the years after Ma died, I took to – how shall I put it? – borrowing horses whenever the urge to ride became too much to bear. I fancied myself as a gypsy, and would set my alarm and sneak out of the house early in the morning and saunter through the village towards the biggest and grandest place in the district: Trellanack House.


Built in 1764 by the Wells-Devoran family, Trellanack’s surrounding park was awash with ponies. The current Lady W-D was a former Olympic three-day-eventer, who – aged sixty-one – collected Shetland ponies like we collected cigarette cards. We only ever saw her in church, where she sat with her daughter Matilda, who went to boarding school and never spoke to any of us, though we were bonded by the unhappy coincidence that her father had died of pneumonia just two months after our mother. Pa had to conduct the funeral service, and famously broke down while quoting from St Mark – something that filled me with shame and love at the same time when I heard about it from Thomas, Pa’s indiscreet verger. Pa’s tears for our mother were the only ones that fell on the day Sir Lionel Wells-Devoran was buried; the owner of Trellanack House was not a man who appeared to have inspired love in anyone. Certainly his wife seemed curiously unaffected by her husband’s departure – she was full of hearty Good Morrows at Easter and Christmas, and seemed to have acquired a spring in her step that none of us had noticed before. She must be as tough as an old bridle, I thought, and Matilda too. I certainly don’t think she would have been especially thrilled to know what I was doing on her land, but oh! It was so easy!


I merely had to stand at the bottom of the mile-long drive and hold out half an apple to have whichever animal I liked. Most conveniently for me, there was a dip in the park that meant it was possible for me to scramble under the post-and-rail fence, mount the nearest horse and ride as much as I liked without being seen from the house. I had fabricated a halter from an old girdle belonging to a visiting Roman Catholic priest friend of Pa’s, and would slip this formerly holy vestment over the horse’s head and ride bareback for a thrill-making twenty minutes or so, before leaping off again and returning home to breakfast as though butter wouldn’t melt in my mouth. I can’t say that I didn’t get nervous – according to Thomas the verger, Sir Lionel was reputed to haunt the house and grounds wearing a life-jacket and shouting for his mother (he had survived the Titanic, aged five) but then Thomas liked putting the wind up me and seeing me frightened. My sisters were amused by my equine exploits, and George admired my cunning, yet to me it was nothing to do with providing entertainment, nor being rebellious. It was all about wanting to move all the time, to be a part of something bigger than myself.


When I was riding, I could forget that Ma had gone, I could forget that I didn’t know where I was going. Singing and riding took me somewhere different, in both the literal and metaphysical senses. And riding at Trellanack was like being transported to a strange, wonderful dreamscape, where I could forget everything in the power of movement. Those early-morning jaunts saved me from the cruel stab of missing Ma and I had no intention of stopping – not for anyone.


Above all, when I was on a horse, or part of the choir, I was something more than Lucy Jupp’s sister. Back then – it was all that I lived for.





2
The Fairy Wood



In March 1955, just two months after Ma died, Lucy’s naughtiness caught up with her. I was just ten years old, but my sister was thirteen going on nineteen, and was caught sneaking out of her bedroom window one night to meet Martin Adams who worked at the garage, which I thought was bonkers on two counts – firstly because Martin Adams was thick as a lump of cheese and not worth the act of such rebellion, and secondly because it was far too cold to consider shuffling out of one’s bed to meet boys in February – albeit a boy who had – even by Florence’s reckoning – Powerful Good Hair. Anyway, sneak she did, and was careless enough to get caught, and after that Pa decided that enough was enough and made the decision to pack Lucy off to stay with our Great Aunt Mary for a week, to think about her behaviour and spend some time on her neglected schoolwork. Mary was Pa’s aunt – a thick-set, ample-bosomed housekeeper-turned-cook, whose suspicion of my mother’s willingness to marry for love not money had been confirmed at Ma’s funeral.


‘I thought your mother was a fine woman,’ she had said, as though she were bestowing a great honour upon me by saying so. ‘Frivolous and flighty in many ways, but good-hearted.’


‘Thank you. She was,’ I said, not knowing what she meant.


‘But I always said there would be trouble when she married my nephew. There’s always trouble when a lady like her marries beneath herself,’ added Aunt Mary. Neat hands folded in front of her, head to toe in black, eyes steel grey, she was one part Mrs Danvers to two parts Mrs Tiggy-Winkle.


‘Hard to marry beneath yourself if you’re marrying Pa,’ I had replied tartly. ‘Ma had to stand on tiptoes to kiss him.’


At the last minute, my brother George and I were included on the Aunt Mary visit, mainly because we would otherwise have been cluttering up the Rectory during the school holidays, and without Ma at the helm, Pa was lost in a sea of children whose names he was inclined to forget if we didn’t pin them on to the front of our cardigans.


‘Aunt Mary scares me,’ I bleated as Pa virtually shoved the three of us on to the train.


‘That house scares me,’ added George under his breath.


But the train door slammed shut, and before we could say knife, we were rolling east. Aunt Mary lived in Wiltshire, in a pocket-sized cottage next to the post office, but the house where she worked, Milton Magna Hall, was something else. You could have fitted the whole of the Rectory into the Great Hall alone. It was fit for giants.


For the most part, our stay with Aunt Mary was uneventful. We weren’t allowed into the Big House except to deliver things to the kitchen – most of the time we were confined to the cottage with stacks of mending and washing, like something out of Dickens. Other times we were sent on tiresome errands around the village, purchasing such fascinating items as corn plasters and turnips, but on the final morning of our stay Aunt Mary decided that she needed one of us to help her prepare vegetables and skivvy around the kitchen of the Big House for the day. Lucy had been locking eyes with some boy who worked behind the counter in the village shop, so was quite happy for it to be me, so that she could saunter through the village on her own all morning. I was to help with the preparation of Sunday lunch for a number of guests. We hadn’t even walked through the door before I was sent off into the kitchen garden for some parsley.


I had been instructed to return right away, but like Peter Rabbit I couldn’t resist just seeing what was through that gate (a walled garden with an orchard and a dovecote and a statue of a little boy with winged feet, as it happened …) and what was over that little stile (a frost-hard field inhabited by an overweight grey pony who had cast a shoe …) and what was around that corner. (Oh! Another gate, and a little path and a half-frozen stream leading up a hill thick with holly trees …) Needless to say, before too long I was utterly lost, and thanks to the presence of both my overactive imagination and a wild wind, I was also cold and frightened.


And no, I had not yet entered the phase of my life in which I was to enjoy being on my own in a place unknown, so I sat down on the ground and, to my eternal shame, started to howl. It wasn’t just the fact that I was lost, but more that I was living up so completely to Aunt Mary’s image of me as hopeless. I needed rescuing, and quick, and for the first time in my life, when I closed my eyes and prayed … something actually happened – right away.


When I opened my eyes, there they were, coming towards me with arms linked – two angels in fur and wellington boots. Even from a distance I could see that they were powerful, beautiful girls. I recognized one of them as the daughter of the house, Miss Penelope; Mary had spoken of her often enough, and there was a portrait of her in the dining room of the Big House.


‘Little girl, where did you come from?’ she asked me in surprise.


‘Don’t cry!’ said her friend. She was wearing a black dress under her coat, and her hair was thick and straight. She looked as though she had stepped right out from the middle of a James Dean film. I gulped.


‘I’m Penelope, and this is Charlotte. We won’t bite.’


‘My aunt – I need to find my Aunt Mary,’ I sniffed, overcome with shame. ‘She told me not to go far, but I got in a muddle through that gate …’ I trailed off. Livid with myself, I brushed a tear away from my cheek.


‘Now come on,’ said Miss Penelope. ‘Let me see if I can guess your name.’


I blinked. ‘How?’


‘Well, Mary’s always talking about her nieces and nephews. You live in Cornwall, don’t you?’


I nodded.


‘Your eldest brother’s called Jack, isn’t he?’ she said. ‘The one who’s been away so long that Mary’s quite forgotten what he looks like.’


‘Quoit forgar-’en!’ repeated the tall girl in brilliant imitation. I laughed out loud. There was a mischievousness in their manner that bore no malice towards my aunt – though come to think of it, if she had borne malice, I don’t think I would have minded. I was just about sick to death with Aunt Mary that week.


‘Then there’s Lucy,’ went on Miss Penelope, taking up the accent with less success. ‘Oh, she’s a beauty!’


‘Oh, she is!’ said Charlotte.


‘But such a difficult child! So full of herself, full of fancy ideas over her station.’


‘Over her station,’ echoed Charlotte, shaking her head.


I giggled. They both had my aunt’s expressions so right.


‘Ah. But what of yer brother George? Such a loyal, trustworthy young man! And your twin sisters, Imogen and Florence? How are they getting on?’


‘They’re all right,’ I conceded. ‘Imo’s a fusser but very nice. Florence doesn’t think much of anyone. George is following Pa into the Church, so everyone thinks he’s the bee’s knees at the moment.’


‘And what of the two youngest boys?’ asked Miss Penelope, frowning. ‘Goodness. I’ve forgotten their names?’


‘The Littles,’ I said. ‘Roy and Luke.’


‘Ah. The baby boys. How old are they now?’


‘Um, nearly two years and three months,’ I said, frantically calculating.


‘They’re the ones whom your father wants to see on Centre Court,’ said Miss Charlotte.


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘He’s bought them rackets already. All they do is bash each other round the head with them at the moment.’


‘Extraordinary. A man of the cloth, like your father, with such a passionate interest in such a selfish sport. How is it, living with a vicar?’


‘Oh, Pa’s not just the vicar, he’s a tyrant too,’ I said, proudly throwing the word out with great confidence. I had heard it used enough times in relation to my father; I assumed it referred to a position of authority.


Both girls laughed very loudly.


‘And your mother?’ asked Charlotte. Miss Penelope nudged her.


‘Oh, she died,’ I said.


Charlotte shook her head, and I felt her shame.


‘Heavens. I’m so sorry,’ she said. ‘Curse me, I’m a fool. I knew about your mother, of course. Mary was undone. I’m so very sorry.’


‘Aunt Mary thought Ma was a little bit frivo-loose,’ I said.


Miss Penelope smiled and bit her lip.


‘Always a good thing, to be considered frivo-loose by one’s aunt,’ she said. ‘You should know, Charlotte.’


They both laughed again, and I joined in, oblivious as to what was so very amusing. All I knew was that I wanted to stay with these two girls for as long as possible and that Lucy would be beside herself with envy; she longed to meet girls like Charlotte and Penelope, who exuded charm and confidence and possibility.


‘Come on!’ Charlotte smiled and held out her hand, and I slipped my cold little paw into it.


‘Right. Now we can walk and talk at the same time. Penelope and I, we spend all our time talking and walking, you know. Except when we’re going uphill. Then it’s too much like hard work. Come on; I expect you’d like something to eat. Getting lost makes one terribly hungry.’ She dug into her pockets and handed me half a stick of Kit Kat, still in its red paper and silver foil. I hesitated. I was still not used to such luxuries – chocolate was scarce; she might as well have handed me an airline ticket to Paris. Then I took it quickly, before she could change her mind. Imogen had just finished reading me C.S. Lewis; I was Edmund accepting Turkish delight from the Snow Queen. ‘Thank you,’ I said when I had finished eating.


‘Not at all. Stops me stuffing my face – that’s the best thing. I have to fit into a dress with the tiniest waist ever invented for Patrick Reece’s party next week.’


Party! When someone as glamorous as Charlotte spoke the word, it took on new meaning. I had been to birthday parties, where there was a cake – if you were lucky – and a song and a couple of games, and every August there was a barn dance in the village where, with shins streaked red from running through the stubble fields, my sister Florence and I hid under trestle tables and drank cider until someone was sick. But the way that Charlotte said party – well, it sounded like Cinderella time. I envisaged footmen and white horses and princes from every country in the world vying for the next waltz. I wanted to know more, but I said nothing.


It seemed like a fair walk back to where Mary was working in the kitchens. The two girls didn’t stop talking, and I stumbled between them, listening in the same way that Imogen listened to the radio soaps in the kitchen at home. They seemed not part of my life at all; they were alien beings, with their height and their age and their laughter. They talked for some time about Johnnie Ray.


‘I don’t care if he’s doing a concert on the moon. We have to be there,’ said Charlotte.


‘But how?’ asked Miss Penelope.


‘Don’t care how. It has to be done. Chances like this don’t happen every day. We have to strike while the iron is hot.’


Miss Penelope looked down at me.


‘Do you like music?’


‘Um. Yes. But I’m not sure about Johnnie Ray.’


I had seen his face on the covers of the magazines that Lucy read, but being a pop singer, and a man, he was, by Pa’s way of thinking, in cahoots with the devil.


‘I just sing in the church choir,’ I went on.


‘Oh!’ Miss Penelope stopped suddenly and stared at me. ‘Of course! You’re the wonderful singer! Mary says you’re the best in the whole choir!’


I blushed as red as the Kit Kat wrapper.


‘I’m all right,’ I said uncomfortably.


‘What do you sing?’


‘Oh, songs about God, an’ Jesus. You know, church stuff.’


‘Mary told us all about how you sang the first verse of “Once in Royal …” unaccompanied last Christmas,’ went on Miss Penelope.


‘Well, someone had to do it. I had a bad cold ac’shally. Don’t think I was much good.’


‘But you were a sensation. Apparently you brought the congregation to its knees,’ said Charlotte.


‘Already kneeling, most of them.’ I shrugged. ‘Too scared of Pa not to be. Anyone could’ve sung it. But people get nervous. So I end up doing stuff just because I don’t mind doing it. Don’t get worried about singing like others do.’


‘You’re far too modest,’ said Miss Penelope. ‘Mary doesn’t give praise lightly.’


‘I don’t know,’ I said.


Sensing I felt too illuminated, they changed the subject and started to tell me about Charlotte’s cousin Harry, a magician, apparently in love with some American girl called Marina. The whole set-up sounded like something from a novel; I was turning pages as we walked.


Back at the kitchen, Mary scolded me.


‘Don’t be too harsh on her, Mary,’ said one of the girls.


‘She’s a silly child, Miss Penelope. Always in trouble, this one is.’


‘Good,’ said the other girl. ‘I should hope so too.’


They left the kitchen a minute later, talking about music again.


Mary handed me a sieve full of carrots for washing and slicing.


‘You’re a saucy thing, Tara Jupp. Fancy being found out in the fairy woods by Miss Penelope and Miss Charlotte. It’ll never do.’


Wouldn’t it? I thought. I ran the carrots under the tap and let Aunt Mary tie a pinny around my waist.


‘Can’t have that hair fallin’ into the food,’ she fussed, rummaging in the dresser for an old napkin and pushing my hair up into it. I winced as she pulled.


You see, I recall all of it so clearly – every word, every step, every sensation of that morning with those two girls – like no other. But here’s the reason why. I remember it all because half an hour into the grind of working under my aunt, as if it hadn’t been enough to set eyes on Penelope and Charlotte – I met him.





3
The Boy from the Big House



‘God in heaven, it’s cold!’


I heard him before I saw him, and nearly sliced my finger off with the shock of a strange voice in the kitchen. I looked up and saw he had already crossed the room to the fireplace, where he stood, shivering. He was holding a record to his chest, and wearing one of those zoot suits that all the Teds were wearing at the time, but on a boy with such obvious class it gave the impression less of menace, and more of genuine Edwardian royalty.


Mary wiped her hands on her pinny. She gestured over to me.


‘S’my niece Tara,’ she said. ‘This is Master Inigo Wallace,’ she said to me, accentuating the Master, as if I should even think about him without it. ‘She’s helpin’ me today. An’ a good thing too. Fingers are ever so poor of late. Arthur-Ritous somethin’ terrible. Pass me the Silvo, Tara.’


Master Inigo Wallace looked at me properly for the first time, and rolled his eyes. I giggled, out of sheer nerves. He was without doubt the most good-looking boy I had ever set eyes on; in fact, being ten years old and only interested in horses, he was the first boy whose looks I had ever noticed at all without Lucy’s prompting. Dark hair in a perfect DA quiff, pale blemish-free skin and a tall, skinny frame stood him in sensational contrast to the village boys, with their thick arms and bad teeth. He looked down again. I remember thinking that perhaps he was embarrassed by the length of his eyelashes – they were absurd.


‘Are you one of the Cornish lot?’ he asked.


I nodded, unable to speak.


‘Ah.’


‘Yer sister and Miss Charlotte found her up in’t fairy woods this mornin’!’


‘Nice work,’ he said. ‘No fairies up there any more, sadly. Can’t afford the rent.’


‘Oh.’


‘Can I have a sandwich, Mary darling?’ he asked, and I gasped at her being spoken to like this.


‘No you can’t. I need butter for my parsnips, and the rest of that cheese for my cauliflour. Never known a boy so hungry all the time,’ Aunt Mary commented tartly, slapping a vast piece of cheddar down on the chopping board and grating ferociously.


‘Has rationing ended?’ asked Inigo innocently.


‘Cheek!’ spluttered Mary.


He stole a carrot instead, filled a cup with water from the tap and sat down at the table. He pulled a copy of the New Musical Express from a paper bag and sat engrossed, munching loudly and drinking his water without uttering a word. Alma Cogan was on the cover of the magazine; I was entranced. Please, I thought. Please can he finish reading, then leave it on the table so that I could stare at her face on the cover. I watched the kitchen clock for fifteen whole magnificent minutes before anyone in the kitchen spoke. I had wanted to ask Aunt Mary where the salt was, to add to the boiling water, but was too afraid to speak. At last he broke the silence.


‘Have one,’ he said, passing me a carrot without looking up from his magazine.


‘Just the one. I’ve yet to prepare lunch,’ chuntered Aunt Mary.


I took the carrot; our fingers touched and I jumped as though burned.


Inigo looked at me sharply.


‘Are you all right?’


I nodded dumbly.


‘Coldest spring I’ve felt since I were a girl,’ said Aunt Mary, apropos of nothing.


‘Yes. I’ve heard that in the Middle Ages the weather was considerably colder than it is now.’


‘Gerr’on with you, cheeky scamp!’ Aunt Mary swiped at him with her cloth. He grinned and went back to the paper. I could bear it no more.


‘I love Alma,’ I blurted. ‘She’s my favourite singer.’


I could sense Aunt Mary’s disapproval; I certainly wasn’t supposed to be talking to Master Inigo, particularly not about music, and even more shockingly, initiating the conversation myself.


He looked at me for the first time.


‘Yeah?’ he said.


‘Yeah.’


Aunt Mary was shaking her head at me.


‘My sister bought me “Dreamboat”,’ I said. ‘Pa doesn’t like me playing it, but when he’s rehearsing his sermons, we turn it up and all dance round the house,’ I said. ‘She’s so beautiful, Alma is.’


He stared at me, and something clicked.


‘Hang on! Aren’t you the one who can sing? Isn’t she, Mary?’


Aunt Mary looked stranded between pride and disapproval.


‘She is,’ she said. ‘Best in the church choir,’ she added stiffly.


‘That’s nothing, I said, for the second time that morning.


‘Or everything,’ observed Inigo. He looked at me. ‘Would you sing now? If I play the guitar?’


‘No!’ I must have laughed with surprise.


‘Don’t be foolish, Master Inigo,’ said Aunt Mary sharply.


‘Oh, go on!’ he said. He almost sounded irritated.


‘I don’t know what you mean,’ I said. ‘I can’t jus’ sing here. What? In this kitchen? In front of Aunt Mary an’ you?’


‘Why ever not? That’s the wondrous thing about singing, isn’t it? You can do it any time, anywhere.’


‘I’ll do it if you let me read about Alma,’ I said.


Inigo picked up the magazine.


‘If you’re good enough, you can have it,’ he said, pointing it at me.


I shrugged. ‘All right.’


‘I don’t think it’s right—’ began Aunt Mary.


‘Course it is,’ said Inigo. ‘Go on. Sing.’


I sang “Dreamboat”, there and then, in the kitchen, accompanied by the rolling boil of the potatoes on the stove and Inigo on the guitar. The acoustics were favourable; the ceiling was high and gave a resonance, a sustain, to every note. But I couldn’t sing like Alma without moving. At first rooted to the spot, I stood up for the second verse and chorus, throwing my hands out to my imaginary crowd, imitating everything I had read about Alma’s performance. Inigo laughed and carried on playing, and his hair fell forward over his eyes. At one point he dropped his pick, so he carried on without it, strumming hard, banging his booted foot on to cold slabs of the kitchen floor. When the song finished, he and I just laughed and laughed. We couldn’t not.


Aunt Mary, face still resisting the pull of a smile, nodded at Inigo.


‘Told yer she could sing,’ she said in a tight voice.


‘Here.’ He handed me the magazine. ‘You’ve got some voice, kid. You should do something with it.’


I laughed out loud at the put-on American expression in his voice. Nobody I knew talked like that!


‘She’s only ten,’ boasted Aunt Mary.


Shut up! I thought. In my head I was nineteen, dressed in pink tulle with red lipstick and an engagement ring on my finger, preferably from Inigo Wallace.


‘You sing me something,’ I begged of him. ‘Please.’


He hesitated for a second. ‘All right,’ he said. ‘I’ll sing you an Elvis Presley song.’


‘Who?’ I asked anxiously.


‘He’s a new rock-and-roll singer from America. My uncle knows him.’


Funny, that my first impression of Elvis was through a fifteen-year-old English boy, singing in a house like a medieval galleon, in the middle of Wiltshire. I never heard Elvis after that without recalling Inigo. It was as though he and the King were one and the same person to me – if anything, I preferred Inigo’s imitation of him to the real thing.


Just as he finished the song, a woman’s voice called his name.


‘Shit, I’ve got to go,’ he said. ‘My mother’s taking me to get shoes.’


My dismay at his departure was softened by delight at his swearing. He grabbed his guitar and vanished.


I bent down and took his pick between my fingers.


The rest of the day passed in a daze. Twice Aunt Mary lost her temper with me due to my lack of concentration. Yet who could blame me! I dreaded leaving Wiltshire now – Lucy, George and I were due to return to Cornwall the next day, on a slow train. I might never see him again. Then – just before we left the house for the evening – and as if I hadn’t caused enough controversy that day by getting lost and singing and burning the bread sauce – I did something that was to haunt me for years to come.


Aunt Mary asked me to return some tea plates from the library to the kitchen. I hadn’t a souvenir, I thought, and we were going home the next day. Lucy liked daring me to take a little something from everywhere I visited – and at that age, I’m afraid to say, I liked taking things almost as much as I liked making my sister think I was brave and clever. If I took something from Milton Magna Hall, I could put it in a drawer along with the magazine – and dream about Inigo Wallace whenever I wanted to; it would bring it all back to me in clearer colour. I padded into the dining room and looked around. Hidden behind an old birthday card there was a tiny china ornament of a circus elephant. No bigger than my hand, it was standing on its back legs, dressed in pink and green, obeying some invisible ringmaster. No one would miss it in a house this size, I thought. Swiftly I whipped it up my sleeve.


I was careless in those days, and because Aunt Mary’s hearing was poor I gave her no credit at all for her excellent eyesight. We were in her cottage that evening, and packing to leave, when she entered the bedroom and spotted the elephant waiting to be put inside one of my socks to travel home with me. Lucy hadn’t been especially impressed – she had imagined that in a house the size of Milton Magna Hall, I could at least have managed to swipe a small painting from some long-forgotten back bedroom, but Aunt Mary saw it, and instantly realized what it was. Crossing the bedroom, she picked it up and stared from it to me, and back to the elephant again.


‘I’ve been looking for this all afternoon,’ she said. ‘We turned half the house upside down. What in the name of Saint Peter is it doing here?’


‘I don’t know,’ I began.


Lucy, surprise, surprise, made a swift exit.


But denial was pointless. It was quite plain what had happened, and Aunt Mary was not going to let it lie.


‘You can put it back, Aunt Mary,’ I said.


‘Oh no, my girl. You shall put it back. And you shall explain to Mrs Wallace precisely what has happened here.’


‘But why?’ I wailed, breaking into a sweat with nerves at the prospect. ‘Please, Aunt Mary, it was a dreadful mistake. I don’t know what came over me—’


‘The one thing I cannot tolerate is dishonesty,’ said Aunt Mary. ‘You took it, so you shall return it.’


‘But, please – please!’


But she wasn’t listening any longer.


The next morning at nine o’clock I stood in the library, awaiting an audience with Mrs Wallace. I held the elephant in my hands, terrified. But it was not Mrs Wallace who walked into the room. It was her son. Inigo.


‘Hello again,’ he said in surprise. ‘What are you doing here?’


I bit my lip. Here was the one person I wanted to impress, more than anyone else in the world, and I had to tell him that I had been stealing from his mother.


‘Tell Master Inigo,’ ordered Aunt Mary.


‘I – I took this.’ I held out the elephant in my upturned palm. ‘I shouldn’t have done it. I just wanted something to remember this … this … beautiful house by. I’m giving it back. I’m very sorry.’


I placed the elephant back on the table with a shaking hand and, hating myself for it, started to cry. I didn’t care much about the elephant, nor even about Mrs Wallace noticing its absence, but standing like a fool in front of him was a terrible thing. I couldn’t contain myself.


‘Leave us for a moment, won’t you?’ Inigo said, nodding at Aunt Mary.


‘She was meant to tell yer mother—’


‘Mother’s having one of her Bad Heads,’ said Inigo. ‘I’ll deal with this.’


Hearing him speak with authority, the pedestal I had balanced him on shot even higher into the sky – he was up with the gods now. Aunt Mary shuffled out of the room, shooting me a magnificent glare – a slit-eyed masterpiece layered with disappointment, anger and a healthy dose of old-fashioned ye-who-have-brought-shame-upon-this-family despair. Once she was out, Inigo handed me a crumpled blue and white handkerchief.


‘Don’t cry,’ he said. ‘It’s pointless.’


‘I just feel so sorry,’ I said. ‘After you were so kind, listening to me singin’ an’ all.’


‘Nothing kind about that,’ he said. ‘I liked it.’


He picked up the elephant.


‘My father gave this to me,’ he said simply. ‘That’s why my mother would have gone so spare over its disappearance. He brought it back from a trip to India when I was a baby.’


‘Your father?’ I breathed. ‘But he’s dead, isn’t he?’


Inigo nodded his head with so slight a movement that I wondered later that night if he had answered me at all. For a moment his eyes clouded over. ‘It’s all right. I’m just glad it’s back, that’s all.’


I felt so appalled by myself that at that moment I doubted that I would ever laugh again. I certainly knew that I wouldn’t steal again in a hurry.


‘I … I … never thought—’


‘You weren’t to know. I used to nick stuff from the village shop when I was little. Mainly liquorice, but once I got away with a copy of the Westbury Gazette.’


‘Wh-why did you take that?’


‘I wanted to see the photograph of Phyllis Burns’s prizewinning marrows. My sister told me they were too big to lift.’


There was a pause. ‘Thank you for being so understandin’,’ I said in a small voice.


‘Not at all.’ He grinned at me. ‘I shan’t tell my mother,’ he said. ‘And I shall tell Mary not to chain you up for too long, or at least to let you read a book in prison.’


I smiled and sniffed.


‘When are you going home?’ he asked me.


‘After lunch.’ I took a breath. ‘I’ve got the magazine you gave me,’ I said, terrified that the conversation was drawing to a close. Now that I had him on my side, I never wanted him to walk out of the library door ever again.


‘The magazine?’ he said vaguely. ‘Oh yes. Good.’


He looked out of the window and frowned.


‘I should get going,’ he said. ‘I’ve got to go back to school tonight.’


Lucky, lucky school, I thought miserably. ‘I’m jus’ so sorry to have caused you any … any—’


‘Don’t give it another thought,’ he said.


‘Fat chance!’ I said ruefully, dizzy with the length of the conversation and the odd turn of events.


‘Only, if I were you, I wouldn’t steal anything else. My mother has an incredible radar for things moving an inch out of line. Especially people,’ he added under his breath, turning towards the door.


I didn’t look at the New Musical Express again until I was back at the Rectory. When I fished for it in my coat pocket, a part of me thought it wouldn’t be there, that it had been a dream. But there was Alma on the cover, and the pages all creased where he had been reading about Ramsey Lewis. I breathed in the pages, all ink and carrot, and as I read I had a sensation of something having changed forever, something being denatured, irreversibly altered. I just didn’t know what it was.





4
A Photographic Memory for Houses



What happened next only made my little incident with Inigo seem more steeped in fantasy than ever. Only two months later, the Big House burned down. Aunt Mary, who had seen the place going up in flames, wrote her first letter in twenty years, to tell all the details.


No one was hurt, the Lord be praised, she wrote, before going on, in some detail, to recount the way one of the firemen had rescued the best knives and the portrait of the dog from the kitchen before the roof collapsed around him. Pa, who had always harboured admiration for his aunt’s ‘way with fruit’, invited her to stay over the rhubarb season, to recuperate and recover from the shock of everything. On the first morning of her visit, Lucy and I made toast, and dithered around the kitchen table listening to her talking.


‘Mrs Wallace has taken up with a man called Rocky Dakota,’ she concluded, an hour and a half and five cups of tea later.


‘Rocky Dakota!’ Even Lucy was startled. ‘But he’s … he’s famous!’


‘Used to come and stay at the house, so ’e did. Works at the pictures, so ’e does.’


I pictured the legendary film producer selling popcorn at the Odeon cinema in Redruth.


‘My workin’ days are over, I tell yer,’ said Mary, picking up another piece of Imogen’s ginger cake.


‘And not a moment too soon,’ soothed Imogen.


‘He always wanted to go to America,’ I said, without meaning to at all.


‘Who?’ asked Pa.


‘No one.’ I frowned at myself.


Mary nodded briskly at my father.


‘She means Master Inigo,’ she said. ‘Very taken with him, was Tara.’


‘Their eyes met over a sieve of carrots,’ said Lucy slyly. I elbowed her in the ribs.


‘It was raining,’ I said quickly, as though that explained everything.


‘Liked her singin’, Master Inigo did,’ went on Aunt Mary. ‘Not to mention ’ow ’e let ’er off the hook regardin’ that elephant.’


‘Elephant?’ asked Pa sharply.


‘It was nothing,’ I said quickly.


‘You sang to him?’ demanded Lucy, pretending that she didn’t already know.


‘He had a guitar,’ I said, all defence. ‘He sang to me too. Elvis Presley songs.’


‘Who’s Elvis Presley?’ asked Lucy suspiciously.


‘Course, they’ve been good to me.’ Mary clearly felt the conversation was straying off track, i.e. moving away from her as the key subject. ‘Mr Dakota’s taken care of me. One thing I’ll say for the Americans, they know what side their bread’s buttered.’


‘On neither side!’ I said cheekily, remembering Aunt Mary refusing Inigo his cheese sandwich.


‘Tara!’ said Pa, shocked at my outspokenness.


‘I’ll miss ’em,’ announced Mary. ‘’Specially Master Inigo. Said he’d send me a postcard. Said he’d miss my cooking.’


‘Really?’ said Lucy doubtfully.


‘I worry about him,’ sighed Mary. ‘I mean, he won’t get spotted dick over there, I don’t suppose.’


‘One hopes not,’ said Lucy.


He, in fact, never left my mind. He was always present, always there, that little episode with him bringing me secret delight and awful dread in equal measure. I turned over every line of conversation that we had had together – even the bits in the library when I had made such an idiot of myself. Things that he had mentioned took on heightened significance – elephants, liquorice, marrows. And Lucy, despite her own heart’s flightiness, liked to keep my romantic vision of Inigo Wallace alive.


One afternoon, I remember staring at my sister as she sat at her dressing table applying thick layers of mascara in preparation for a cinema trip with Stephen Holmes, who rode a motorbike and looked like Adam Faith.


‘Can I give you a piece of advice, Tara?’ she said, watching me watching her.


‘What?’


She turned around and looked me in the eye. ‘Always dress like you’re going to bump into James Dean.’


‘Fat chance.’


‘All right then,’ conceded Lucy. ‘Always dress like you’re going to bump into Inigo Wallace.’


‘Even less likely,’ I muttered.


‘You know how you told me about the way that it felt to sing for him?’ she said.


‘Yes.’


‘Well, don’t imagine that you were the only person to feel it.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘It takes two to tango,’ she said.


‘I still don’t understand.’


‘It takes two to feel That Thing,’ she said.


‘What thing?’


‘I don’t know,’ said Lucy. ‘I can’t define it. But whatever you felt – he felt it too.’


‘Please,’ I begged her, ‘don’t ever tell anyone about Inigo Wallace. Don’t even talk about him again. Not to anyone.’


Lucy looked surprised.


‘All right,’ she said. ‘He’s our secret.’ She smiled at me. ‘I’ll never tell anyone else that you love him.’


‘I don’t love him!’


‘Methinks the lady doth protest too much,’ said Lucy blithely.


That night I thought about what she had said, and stared at myself in the mirror. My hair was the same colour as Lucy’s, so why wasn’t it good like hers? It hadn’t her wave; it was poker straight, and thinner. Were my blue eyes too close together to be beautiful, my mouth too big for my face? I had a smattering of spots that Imogen insisted were the result of too many strawberries, and I certainly was far shorter than Lucy had been at my age.


‘You’ll grow,’ promised George, but I wasn’t sure I believed him. I thought about Aunt Mary, and shivered that I might end up as stout and plain as she, counting my days in sticks of rhubarb.


Plain and stout appeared to be no obstacles to gainful employment; Aunt Mary was in popular demand after Milton Magna burned down. Despite declaring that she was too old to grate cheese, her suspect cooking skills and ‘way with fruit’ were sought by the occupants of several estates in the years that followed. Although we were pretty incredulous about this, Imogen concluded that aristocratic society didn’t like change, and if their own cooks dropped down dead, they’d probably rather have Mary replacing them than some jazzy new French girl who wouldn’t know the meaning of a jacket potato. Also, pointed out Florence, she was so deaf now, they could gossip all they liked without worrying that she would repeat what she had heard being discussed at dinner. I had a different view, suspecting that Inigo’s mother, for all that she was reputedly a difficult woman, probably wanted to make sure that Mary was all right and had persuaded her friends to use her; it seemed impossible to me that anyone could willingly delight in her culinary creations, but I kept quiet about it. Aunt Mary had been part of my time with Inigo Wallace, and had become, unwittingly, almost as sacred as he as a result.


Over the next two years, Lucy, behaving worse and worse, was often sent to help Mary wherever she was working. Alas, Pa – cleverly recognizing that as long as two or more of us Jupp children were together it was no punishment – insisted that she went alone. At first she resisted, but then a strange thing happened. Lucy started to look forward to going away on her own – and not just for the possibility of firing loaded eyes at young dukes and married art dealers as she helped them to new season’s asparagus and Jersey Royals. Almost against her will, and very much to my astonishment, she came back talking about the houses, not the people inside them – she found herself falling in love with the buildings themselves. It was, from the start, a very tricky affair for Lucy to conduct – many of these places were falling apart. Some of them had had their path to ruin accelerated by the army’s acquiring them for use during the war and subsequently treating them with the careless abandon characteristic of those whose chief preoccupation was to stay alive for one more week rather than preserve the Ruskin watercolours in the hall. Others were too big to keep standing. Many houses were owned by families who had quite simply run out of money, and Lucy’s helplessness in the face of their plight seemed to pain her very much. She was reduced to tears on more than one occasion by the doomed romance of these houses; the sense of the inevitability of their descent into rack and ruin. In some ways, she saw them as people.


‘The ceilings,’ she whispered of Winbourne Park in Hampshire, shaking her head with despair. ‘You should have seen them, Tara.’


‘Wish I could have,’ I said with feeling. Lucy had a way of talking about these places that made them come alive in blazing colour.


‘That place won’t be standing in two years’ time,’ she predicted. ‘And we just sit back and watch it all disappear. All that work! All that time spent building something that should last forever.’


I thought she was going to cry.


Later that afternoon, Pa listened to her talking to me about the damaged ballroom she and Aunt Mary had cleared for a bazaar at Broad Lynch – a gigantic pile with a moat in Dorset that was plainly on its last legs. ‘Lady Reesdale thinks she can make money doing that sort of thing,’ said Lucy, ‘but it won’t bring in enough dosh to replace the kitchen door handle.’ She shrugged at me grimly. ‘The drawing room was lovely though, despite the fact that some soldier had drawn something unforgivable on the Stubbs above the fireplace. Gosh, men!’ she added in disgust. I giggled.


Pa looked up at us, and particularly at his eldest daughter, with her beautiful, pale face and wary green eyes. How often must he see Ma in her, I thought with a wrench of heartache for him.


‘Mary wants you with her at Enys House next weekend,’ he said.


Lucy’s eyes brightened considerably. ‘Enys!’ she said. ‘I’ve always wanted a nose around there.’


‘I thought you were going to the cinema with Stephen Holmes,’ I said.


‘He’ll have to wait,’ said Lucy and Pa at the same time. Lucy grinned.


‘Nice to stay in Cornwall with the aunt,’ she said. ‘The train to Yorkshire last month was no joke.’


‘Take Pevsner with you,’ said Pa suddenly. ‘You might as well learn something about these places from an expert.’


The world stopped for a moment.


‘Take it with me?’ said Lucy in confusion. ‘Oh, Pa, I couldn’t! It’s your copy. Your own signed copy!’


Nikolaus Pevsner’s books were revered in our house almost as much as the King James Bible. Pa never tired of recounting the story of how the German-born scholar had appeared at the Rectory one afternoon in 1949, to take notes on its origins and noteworthy features. It was a warm afternoon, and the story went that he and his wife Lola had stayed for lemonade, and two of Ma’s blackcurrant iced lollies before walking with Pa to the church. When his findings on the county were published two years later, Pevsner – recognizing a minor error in his description of the stained glass in our village church – had written to Pa enclosing a signed copy of his Guide to Cornwall. ‘Thank you especially for the iced lollies,’ he had written. ‘I cannot think of a time I was better refreshed.’


Now Pa was prepared to give Lucy – the most chaotic of us all – the very book that he and Ma had loved so much. This was, I can say with confidence – A Moment. Pa picked the book off the shelf and handed it to Lucy, nodding in recognition of the hugeness of the gesture. I hardly dared to breathe. I could almost hear Lucy’s heartbeat speed up, like someone had switched the speed of the record from 33 rpm to 45 – much later on, she said that Pa paying you attention had the effect of cocaine on the soul.


‘If I take Pevsner with me, I’m going to be forced to learn,’ she protested weakly. ‘I can’t make up my own stories any more.’


‘You should be thankful to be forced,’ said Pa. ‘If Jesus hadn’t forced ignorant fishermen to open their minds, Christianity would have petered out around midnight in the Garden of Gethse-mane.’


‘Saint Peter-ed out,’ said Lucy lightly. She grinned at Pa. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘I promise I’ll look after it.’


So Lucy’s education in Great Houses began, and it was quite plain from the offset that this was her calling. House after house she visited, and as soon as she set foot back through the door of the Rectory, Imogen would pour her a strong cup of grainy coffee and Pa would quiz her.


‘When was the south façade re-ordered?’


‘What famously disappeared from the West Wing in 1896?’


‘Who laid out the pleasure gardens in 1760?’


‘Which room was said to be a favourite of Tennyson?’


And Lucy would answer every question without hesitation – sometimes even closing her eyes and talking us through every room on every floor in minute detail. I was amazed by her recollections.


‘I think you’ve got a photographic memory,’ I said to her when she finished describing the complex passages of the upper rooms at Hodsock, a vast priory in Nottinghamshire where Aunt Mary had been asked to cater over the Whitsun bank holiday. ‘I’ve read about such things. You only have to look at something once, and it goes into your head forever.’


‘For great houses perhaps,’ said Lucy, considering what I was suggesting. ‘Not for Pythagoras or square roots, worst luck.’


She underplayed her talent, but once Lucy had an interest in something, she absorbed information like a Weetabix soaking up milk. Her historical aptitude was astonishing – and the more she learned, the more she developed her own strong opinions on what was good and what was bad architecture, good and bad art. Unlike most of us, who were more fascinated by things that had happened in the dark ages of long ago, Lucy’s real obsession was with the Victorians.


‘But they’ve only just been!’ I used to say to her. ‘Grandpa Jupp remembered Queen Victoria dying!’


‘But think about how bonkers Imogen goes when she misses Housewives’ Choice by an hour or two. Stuff that’s only just out of our grasp is by far the most alluring,’ said Lucy.


‘Who on earth wants anything to do with the stuffy old Victorians?’ scoffed Florence, Queen of Modern Thinking. ‘Most Victorian women were utter wet dishcloths. All they did was sit around holding tea parties and following their husbands up the garden path.’


‘Sounds all right to me,’ sighed Imogen.


Florence looked at her in disgust.


‘You’re so backward that you’re almost a radical,’ she said.


‘Tell me again about the dining room at Ashton Court,’ I begged Lucy.


But the visits didn’t last long. Aunt Mary died in 1958, after a bad fall. She was carrying a plate of ham and parsley sauce at the time; her last words were apparently a plea to return the ham to the larder so it wouldn’t spoil. I was upset – despite everything, I had been quietly in awe of Aunt Mary, and of course, she had been my great link to Inigo Wallace, and there was no chance of hearing any more news of him without her around to impart it. But Lucy, of all of us, was the most distressed by the news. Not just because she had spent so much time on her own with our cantankerous old aunt – but also because she wouldn’t get to exercise her Photographic Memory for Great Houses any longer.


She looked at me with tears pouring down her face. ‘When I turned up with her, I had access to everywhere. There was no velvet rope sectioning off the best bits! She was the key! Oh, why did she have to snuff it before I’d seen Castle Howard?’


I had thought that Inigo might be at the funeral (and got myself into a state accordingly), but when we arrived at the church in Derbyshire where Aunt Mary’s spinster sister Jessie had been buried ten years before, the Wallace family was represented only by Inigo’s mother, Talitha. Pa took the service – a surprisingly humorous address peppered with stories about Aunt Mary’s long life in service gathered from those she had cooked for. Afterwards, Talitha Wallace drank one cup of milky tea, very quickly, before vanishing into a waiting car. I caught her eye once and she smiled at me. I was dumbfounded by how young she looked still. It was as if he had smiled at me, they were so alike. I felt the heat rising in my cheeks. All I could think about was that elephant, and how awful it would be if Inigo had told her the truth about it. Was that to haunt me forever?


After the funeral, we took the train back to Cornwall. Lucy read extracts from Pevsner’s Guide to Derbyshire to an increasingly soporific audience, and I fell asleep with my head lolling on George’s shoulder. I had strange half-dreams about Milton Magna Hall, Aunt Mary and her carrots, and Inigo Wallace, until we arrived home.





5
Trellanack



Two weeks after Aunt Mary’s funeral, I planned one of my secret riding excursions. I had finished my history homework without a fuss, and had helped Imogen to make bread already that morning, so felt particularly deserving of a treat. Up until that point in the year it had been too dark to go to Trellanack House – but now it was early March, and the skies were suddenly spring-light. As I ran through the village, daffodils jogged about by the green and I felt my heart lift.


I stopped at the bottom of the drive and tasted the salty morning. Much as I liked being on my own, I rather wished that Lucy were there with me to crack a couple of jokes and share the cheese roll I had made for myself the night before. As a result of her newly found interest in Great Houses, Lucy had developed a bit of a Thing about Trellanack (described by Pevsner as having ‘the most trustworthy chimneys in the county’), but for Lucy the thrill of the place stopped short of the ponies that occupied its park – she wanted to get inside the house, not on to one of the horses, for goodness sake. Pa had been inside just once, after Sir Lionel’s funeral, and had been too weighed down with woe for our lost mother to note anything other than the odd smell of tinned pineapples coming from the kitchen. Lucy had to make do with second- and third-hand accounts of the original Tudor tapestries in the dining room, and the garden laid out by Capability Brown, that she obtained from those in the village who had seen inside the place. She would have done anything to get herself into the rooms for an hour or two, but was far too proud to go and ask Lady W-D if she could have a snoop. Trellanack House tantalized her with its closeness and its impossibility.


I finished my roll and surveyed my prey. There were the usual shoal of Shetland ponies scattered about the park – they were always fun for a charge-about if you could stop them from putting their heads down and eating for five seconds – but standing under a chestnut tree, and far superior to any of the little tykes around her, was a grey pony of about fourteen hands that I hadn’t seen before. Sod it, my mother’s dead, tended to be my mantra in those days. Two minutes later I was up on the pony’s back, and five minutes after that we were cantering around the ‘dip’ in the park, to my mind entirely privately.


The Shetlands were so close to the ground that one could roll – commando style – from their backs if they didn’t want to stop, but this pony – several hands bigger, and full of the joys of a fast-erupting spring – decided to take events into her own hoofs. Thundering up the dip, and straight across the field, she took me – grasping on to handfuls of mane like a child on a seaside donkey – back to the gate that overlooked the house.


It was there that Lady W-D saw us. She was standing between the fence and the front door, holding scissors in one hand and a basket of daffodils in the other. I decided that turning around would be pointless. The pony whinnied loudly – the great sneak – and Lady W-D turned and fixed me with a frown. It seemed like an eternity before she got to where the pony had parked me. I pushed my hair off my face and wondered what on earth I was going to say.


‘Off you get then,’ she said, not unkindly. I slid off, hoping to bolt back home. Lady W-D had never spoken to me as an individual before, only as part of a crowd, when I was out and about with various of my family. She was wearing a pair of beige trousers and a brown cashmere jersey, with two strings of pearls knotted around her neck. Everything about her seemed a little bigger than other women, from the size of her ankles to the white expanse of forehead, yet she avoided seeming plump because she was so tall. She had wide, watery blue eyes, a straight, elegant nose and a wide, generous mouth. She was unknown to me. I couldn’t believe how silly I had been to take a chance on a new pony.


‘Never, ever dismount like that again,’ she said in a very loud voice. ‘Sloppy, sloppy riding.’


‘I didn’t know you were going to be judging me,’ I said sulkily. Nerves, as usual, made me answer back in a way that I would never have done under normal circumstances.


Lady W-D ran her hand down the pony’s leg, no doubt to check for injuries incurred while being galloped about by me.


‘She’s fine,’ I said.


‘So it appears.’ She looked at me. ‘Well?’ she said.


‘I’m sorry,’ I managed. ‘I – I – my father won’t let me have a pony.’ I didn’t know whether this simple truth would hold any sway with her, but it certainly did something.


‘For goodness sake,’ she sighed. ‘You may as well come in for a cup of tea. I’ve just asked Mrs Wilson to bring me breakfast.’


I was shaking as I followed her. It felt wrong somehow that it was I and not Lucy at that point – as though I were performing in a play and someone had underlined the wrong part in my script. The inside of Trellanack was a revelation. Everywhere there were photographs of Lady W-D being presented with silver cups and jumping spectacular horses over vast fences, and on every available surface there seemed to be bits of a bridle or a copy of Horse & Hound. For the sake of my sister, I took in the rest of the place too, which looked like a palace to me, though I could see great holes in the curtains and dog hairs coating most of the armchairs. She led me into the morning room, from which there was a wonderful view of the drive and, I noticed with horror, a very clear view of the dip where I took my occasional fix on her ponies.


‘You’re a decent enough rider,’ conceded Lady W-D, following my gaze. ‘Nice seat. Appalling clothes though, and your hair could do with being tied back. And yes, I am aware that you’ve been bolting my ponies all over the park at some ungodly hour whenever it takes your fancy. I was aware of your presence all throughout last summer. Didn’t think you’d have the nerve to strike up again this year. It seems I was wrong on that count.’


‘I love riding,’ I said stupidly.


‘Well, you needn’t worry,’ said Lady W-D. ‘I shan’t tell your father. Did a similar thing myself when I was young. Not that I want you to continue your free-for-all. It won’t do, you understand? Not one little bit.’


‘All right. Sorry.’


I felt my heart sinking. I couldn’t risk being caught again, or she probably would tell Pa. I was so busy pondering where else I could borrow ponies within a two-mile radius of the Rectory that I missed the start of what she said next.


‘… to help me. I could do with someone young and impressionable around the place.’


‘Huh? I mean, I beg your pardon?’


Lady W-D sighed. ‘I said I’d like to offer you a job, of sorts. Come up here whenever you can and take the Shetlands out, then help with mucking out, cleaning tack, bedding down, that sort of thing. Victoria, my groom, is getting married,’ she said in disgust. ‘She’s leaving us in two weeks’ time, and to be perfectly honest I’ve had enough of her moods. I pity the poor man who’s taking her on. But you,’ she continued, nodding her head approvingly. ‘You’re probably too young for feeling blue, I was at your age. All I could think about was sitting astride my father’s hunter and galloping hell for leather over as much of India as I could manage in one afternoon.’


‘India?’ It was the only word I could manage. It was too much information all at once.


‘Yes,’ said Lady W-D cheerfully. ‘I grew up there. Lived there until I was thirteen, when I was packed off here to Cheltenham Ladies’ with nothing more than a tuck box full of cashew nuts and a metal nit comb for company.’


Now she was talking in riddles. I sieved through what she had said to locate the bits that I understood.


‘You’d like me to come here? To Trellanack? To help you with the horses?’


‘I’ll pay you in riding lessons,’ she said breezily. ‘We’ll sort out your seat, and your appalling habit of looking back over your shoulder at the canter.’


I grinned at her like the Cheshire Cat.


‘Oh my goodness,’ I said.


‘I’ll take that as a “yes” then?’


‘Yes, please. Thank you very much.’


‘Good,’ said Lady W-D, who seemed awkward in the presence of gratitude. ‘Then that’s settled.’


It felt like a scene from Jill’s Gymkhana. Even more so when Lady W-D rang a bell and the aforementioned Mrs Wilson appeared with a teapot and looking about a hundred and three. She started in surprise at the sight of me.


‘Two scrambled eggs, please,’ boomed Lady W-D. ‘And another teacup. Oh, and some of that new gooseberry jam with our toast, if Gordon hasn’t finished it all, gannet that he is.’


‘Yes, ma’am.’


Mrs Wilson hobbled off.


‘Gordon minds the garden,’ said Lady W-D.


‘Oh,’ I said.


‘I call him Incapability Brown. My husband had a strange devotion to him that I fail to partake of myself.’


‘Oh,’ I said again. Everything was happening rather too fast – I still hadn’t quite taken on board the joyous fact that I would be able to ride whenever I liked, and that Pa would be pleased with me for getting down to some Honest Toil in the process. Lady W-D took a gulp of tea.


‘Now, in return for employing you up here and giving you access to my horses, I’d like you to do something for me, if you will.’


Oh no, I thought. Here comes the catch. She shuffled in her chair for a moment, then fixed me with a salty look.


‘It’s Matilda,’ she said. ‘My daughter.’


I was touched by her need to explain who Matilda was, as if it were remotely possible that anyone in the village wouldn’t know of her – even if they only ever saw her standing in the back of the church next to her mother. Matilda Wells-Devoran was the only girl as staggering as Lucy, but unlike my sister, whose presence in the village was so strong it sometimes felt as though there were three of her about the place, Matilda was ethereal, sighted only very occasionally, like a kingfisher, and even then she never actually said anything to any of us. She was a boarding school girl, so quite out of our league.


‘I think she needs friends,’ said Lady W-D, frowning at me.


‘What do you mean?’


‘She’s away so much at school. But when she comes home she needs people her own age to be with. She gets bored, dripping around the place on her own.’


‘How could she be bored here?’ I said in amazement.


Lady W-D didn’t appear to be listening.


‘As a child she was just the same. I should have had another, but of course Lionel had trouble in that particular department.’


I didn’t know what she meant, nor did I want to.


‘I’d have sent her to school in the village, were it not for her father,’ she went on.


I went very still, which is what I always do when I’m receiving information I’m not sure I should be hearing. Lady W-D stopped herself from going any further.


‘In any event, he’s not here any more to issue orders, and I think your sister, the eldest of you Jupp girls – what’s her name? – Linda?’


‘Lucy.’


‘That’s the one. I think she’d get on wonderfully well with Matilda. They’re about the same age, aren’t they?’


‘Lucy’s fifteen. She acts much older,’ I said, without thinking.


‘And Matilda’s seventeen, but acts much younger,’ shrugged Lady W-D. ‘Where is your sister at school?’


‘She’s just left,’ I said. ‘She works at Miss Fitts’ in Truro.’


‘Miss Fitts?’ asked Lady W-D incredulously. ‘Who or what on earth is Miss Fitts?’


I giggled. ‘It’s a hairdresser’s. It was started by Yvonne Fitts, you know? Her son just married Ruth Lipson with the funny eye?’ Lady W-D looked blank, as well she might. ‘Well, anyway, she runs the hairdresser’s. You should try it out,’ I went on. ‘She’ll get you a discount.’ I looked at Lady W-D, realizing what I was implying. ‘I mean, not that you need your hair done. Your hair’s nice. And of course you don’t need a discount,’ I added helplessly.


Lady W-D ignored me.


‘She’s terribly accident-prone, my daughter – she can’t walk from one side of a room to another without tripping over herself or spilling something. It used to drive my husband to ebb-solute distraction. Now, couldn’t you bring your sister up here for luncheon one day? It’s half-term next week.’


‘Up here?’ I imagined Lucy’s face when I told her. ‘Oh, she’d love to. She’s always had a thing about this house. She thinks it’s the prettiest house in Cornwall.’


‘Easy to say when you’re not having to put up with it all the time,’ said Lady W-D grimly. ‘It costs a fortune, and it’s far too big for the two of us. It was Lionel’s house,’ she went on. ‘His family built it, his family loved it. Personally I’d rather go East.’


I had the feeling she meant Bombay, rather than Bodmin. I murmured in agreement.


The clock on the mantelpiece chimed nine o’clock and Lady W-D clapped her hands together – signalling that this was as much chat on this topic as I was likely to get.


‘Well, that’s settled then,’ she said. ‘Your sister, I mean.’


‘Oh yes. She’ll be delighted.’


‘Good, good.’


Lady W-D looked absurdly pleased, for someone who had just arranged to have someone as cavalier as Lucy taking on her only daughter. As the eggs and toast appeared, she talked more about Matilda. I did little more than stuff my face and offer the odd grunt in response. With Matilda away at school, she was probably lonely.


‘Matilda’s no horsewoman,’ she boomed. ‘They make her sneeze. But she’s a great beauty, which I imagine will get her further than being able to execute a perfect figure of eight in the show ring.’


‘I don’t think that’s true,’ I said unthinkingly. I spent most of my time day-dreaming of being presented with cups for dressage. If I could have executed the perfect figure of eight in the show ring, I think I would have died happy.


‘Seventeen’s such a difficult age nowadays. Of course, before the war things were so much simpler.’


I groaned inwardly. Sentences like this were usually a prelude to a great long monologue about how the world had changed and hark at the youth of today and what on earth did we need sweets/music/clothing for when there were perfectly good stones and bits of wood to play with/gnaw on, etc. But Lady W-D had already moved on.


‘’Strordinary how unalike all you Jupps are,’ she said.


‘People do say we have very individual looks,’ I said, quoting the Bishop of Salisbury, who had made this very observation the previous weekend over lunch at the Rectory.


‘Hmm.’ Unlike the bishop, Lady W-D seemed unwilling to commit as to whether this was a good or bad thing. ‘What I would have done for Matilda to have an interest in horses,’ said Lady W-D. ‘Simply none. She has no natural balance, no apparent sense of space. It doesn’t make for a rider.’ For an extraordinary, almost comical moment, I thought she might cry.


I went home and rushed straight to tell Lucy about what had happened – about seeing inside Trellanack for the first time, and tea and toast and gooseberry jam, and Mrs Wilson and everything. Lucy – taking in all I was saying yet refusing to react until I had finished – had been crawling around in the pantry looking for the mousetrap, and when she stood up her cheeks were flushed and there were scuffs on her knees which made her look about twelve. I sensed her irritation that it had been I, and not she, who had managed to wangle the chance to look inside the place – the fact that I was to be a regular within the grounds must have sent her spinning with jealousy. I couldn’t help feeling a touch of pleasure in knowing this. Lucy was always in the right place at the right time for all the action. For once it was I who had hit the jackpot.


‘Lady W-D wants you to go for luncheon with Matilda,’ I concluded.


‘Go for luncheon? Who does she think I am? Nancy Mitford?’


‘Well – probably, yes. She thinks Matilda doesn’t have enough friends, and for some odd reason she thinks you’d be the perfect companion.’


‘Why would I want to spend any time at all listening to that stuck-up little madam wittering on about school and bloody lacrosse matches and putting itching powder down the history mistress’s stockings?’


(Lucy, like the rest of us who had never set foot inside a boarding school, accepted Enid Blyton’s accounts without question.)


‘Oh, please, Luce. Please and please again.’


‘You can go out for luncheon with her,’ she said, and stalked off.


‘I can’t. Lady W-D might not let me ride unless you do this!’ I shouted after her. ‘I promised her—’


‘Well, un-promise her then. It’s appalling, trying to force friends upon people.’


‘You’ll get to see inside Trellanack!’ I shouted, playing the one ace I had left.


Lucy stopped walking. Slowly she turned around.


‘She wants me to go to Trellanack to meet her?’


‘Of course,’ I said.


‘Well!’ said Lucy, ‘I had assumed we were to be taken out every week to some awful hotel in town. Tea at Trellanack! That does put a different light on things.’


‘It was like nothing else,’ I said, delighted that she had changed her mind. ‘Gooseberry jam and everything.’


But Lucy was thinking about the prospect of the late-Georgian cornicing around the dining-room ceilings, the bathroom allegedly used by Queen Victoria, the maze, uncluttered by the rest of the village. All of this information was mere hearsay. Here was the chance to see it with her very own eyes.


‘As a matter of fact I’m rather thrilled that Lady W-D’s chosen me to corrupt her daughter,’ she said. ‘Tell her we’ll come over for luncheon on Friday. We’ll come up around midday.’


And really, she wasn’t joking. Even with Lady W-D and a house like Trellanack, Lucy set the rules.





6
Lucy and Matilda



I’d like to be able to recall that first meeting with Matilda with razor-sharp clarity, but I can’t because I was not even fourteen years old, and all I could think about was riding and the horses and how long we’d have to sit at the table before Lady W-D led me out to the stables. I do remember Matilda was wearing a very beautifully made, very clean grey skirt and an ironed white blouse and school shoes, and her hair was tied back in a long plait. Up close, her face was pale and rosebud pretty, like the ladies on the front of a bar of soap. She looked extraordinarily innocent, and unopened, quite the opposite of Lucy, with her kohl-blackened smudgy eyes, ringed with purple from reading Agatha Christie into the early hours. But Matilda’s immaculate complexion was short-lived. I do remember that she fell over her shoelaces on entering the room, which endeared her to me instantly, and made Lucy grin. I recalled what her mother had said about her clumsiness, and my heart went out to the older girl.


‘Lovely weather,’ I said firmly.


Lady W-D had the nous to realize that by hanging around she wasn’t going to help her daughter to make friends, so she left us to lunch without her, telling me to join her in the stables when I had finished my fish pie.
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