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PROLOGUE

London Late summer, 1863


Before daybreak on a rainy August morning a young gentleman, stooped, respectably dressed, was seen to alight from a cab at the Westminster bank of the Thames. He was accompanied by a servant; together, in silence, they carried a substantial bundle of materials of different kinds to a waiting boatman, who loaded them on to his vessel.

In the increasingly heavy rain, mingling with the river mist, an observer could be forgiven for thinking these were rags, perhaps curtains discarded or faded bedclothes. But by the light of the lamp the boatman carried the materials gleamed with some beauty of decoration, lustre and detail, and the rags revealed themselves to be dresses in bright fashionable colours. Each item, from day dress to evening, was exquisitely made, heavy with laces, velvets and embellishments of the highest quality.

With difficulty they were loaded on to the barge, followed by the gentleman, who made his way towards the bows. The servant was turned away. Rocking in the filthy slime of the shallows, the gentleman looked as if he might fall, but then sat down in the boat with the dresses heaped about him. The craft  was rowed out into the swift part of the river, where it was kept steady only by the kindness of the wind.

Once the vessel was still, and at a nod from the boatman, the gentleman began methodically to throw each dress into the moving filth, attempting to submerge them with an oar. But their voluminous skirts filled with air and the movement of the tide, and they floated, like so many bodies, away.




PART ONE




CHAPTER ONE


Mr William Cornford 
Cornford House 
Boston, Mass

High Trees School 
Rochester, NY

 



March 10th, 1861

 



Dear Mr Cornford,

 



It is with regret that I begin the task of writing to you about your niece, Emily. Her recent behaviour, which I have outlined to you in previous letters - most specifically her unfortunate, extravagant friendship with a fellow pupil, Augusta Dean, and its unsettling effect on the other pupils, all girls entrusted to my care and to whom I owe a great duty - compels me to request that she be formally removed from the school and returned to your care with immediate effect. It is a sad request. I am aware that it comes before the completion of the school year, but we all believe that any shock felt by her abrupt departure would be less than that felt by her remaining.

For your consideration, her many faults are as follows: she is too vigorous, too quick to question, and her temper is variable. You will not find any consistency in her behaviour. She is by turns bewildered, good-humoured, angered, merry, pained and aloof. She always says what comes into her head,  as if she has a right to her peculiar thoughts. She laughs loudly. She is untidy. She almost expects to make an impression. She suffers from a lack of meekness, a lack of decorum, a lack of discipline. It is as if she is surprised that there are rules by which she must be controlled.

Yet for all her abundant defiant life, she can often be extremely solitary and remote. She can spend hours in drawing, if ever she is given an opportunity. On nature walks, she is always trailing behind the other girls, gathering keepsakes and talking to herself and the trees; at streams kneeling and plunging her fingers into the water, even when there is ice and the sky is dark and obscure and threatening rain and we really should be hurrying, going, turning for home.

And when she is laid up in bed shivering and burning - her health is never robust despite her ways - one or other of the servants will always take pity on her and come with beef tea or gruel and a hot brick and tell one another how she is the only one of the girls who will always say thank you and never complains.

During the holidays when she has remained at school, she has been notably self-contained, befriending the cat and looking out for its every comfort. She rambles in the woods for hours a day, returning to school with her thin hands sunburned because she swears she has not worn a bonnet in the glare. All these things she will not wear: gloves in summer - how many pairs dropped by the side of the road? - shawls, wraps, coats, hats. She has even boasted of taking her shoes off and paddling in the streams but I can neither countenance nor believe it. When questioned she looked right at me and asked directly if she were being accused of lying.

As a consequence of my affection for her, I admit that I may have been indulgent towards her these two years. But  now my duty has been made especially clear to me because of this business with Augusta. Augusta is a girl of good family, one of the best families in the school. She has an acute understanding but a somewhat impressionable disposition, and it is this that I fear could influence her prospects. She and Emily became inseparable immediately she arrived and in a thousand ways. At first, I welcomed her influence. In her society, Emily became calmer, and Augusta, homesick to begin with and fretting, was devoted to her, steady as a sister. But as one term has passed and now another is nearly at its close, the girls have proved that together they are anything but steady.

The passion of their friendship - exclusive, possessive, overweening - is clearly developing into something that could become unhealthy. I take daily notes on conduct and I am afraid to inform you that your niece and Miss Dean have now accrued several black marks against their names. But it is not so much what they have done as how they are. Discipline has suffered, the very spirit of the school is being challenged; their studies have been compromised: I have no other choice but to take this course.

The reason I write to you at such length is so that you may attempt to understand the girl, having not seen her for two years. I should like to impress upon you that she is by no means a bad creature by nature, but that the death of her family, and the immediate separation she then suffered from the place of her birth and all that she held dear, I am convinced has contributed largely to the formation of her character.

As I trust you are aware, we are all deeply fond of Emily. On reflection I remain convinced that she would own that she has not been mistreated in any way - quite the opposite - although I imagine she might claim to have been misunderstood. Our task, which has been to show her that the  world need not trouble to understand her, but that she should be at pains to understand the world, is one at which I fear we have failed, and I must admit my part in that. Perhaps a change of society, to be amongst thinking people of her own family in a home such as yours, could well be to her advantage; if her wildness continues, none of us can predict the consequences.

We shall miss her. We entrust her to your care with affection and regret.

Yours truly,

 



Miss Margaret Alice Miller




Miss Augusta Dean 
High Trees School 
Rochester, NY

A train carriage 
Somewhere in Upstate NY

 



March 12th, 1861

 



My dearest Augusta,

 



No journey has ever been so painful or felt so long. Here I am quite alone in this carriage, my paper lit only by the breaking of the day. It appears that I was warned and did ignore the warnings and so as a consequence my departure must needs be abrupt, almost nocturnal, and surrounded by the aura of disgrace. But not to be given the opportunity to say goodbye! I have taken it very hard, even though I believe Miss Miller to consider herself to be acting for the best.

Indeed my interview with the lady only this morning would have been comical if it had not been so scrambled and  brief and clumsy - if it had not been such a painful and so acute a shock. I think she was embarrassed, or having made up her mind to despatch me, wanted it done as soon as possible. She promises that my uncle is expecting me.

I will not cry. I will write to you instead. I have to tell you - despite the noise and speed of this carriage - that I love you now and always. You are my dearest girl, and I intend to keep the memory of you alive. As you know full well, so many of the people I have loved exist now only in my mind. I believe I am developing a peculiar talent for it. I will not wish for the parting we have been denied, but I will treasure these memories of you and hold them in my heart until we meet again, wherever and whenever that may be.

A pause while I lean my head against the window and recollect.

Item one: you sharing that immense plum cake your father sent you with me, housing it under your bed to supplement our meagre rations. It was not the cake (which was very good) but your generosity I loved you for.

Item two: you and I stamping in those puddles as they began to thaw in the woods, jumping with all our energy and slipping and sliding and falling and hurting our backs and soaking our clothes and making our hands all red and raw, even inside those foolish gloves. That tremendous snapping, to know we would hear running water again soon and the birds rejoicing with us and that there would be leaves on the interminable trees in another month or so because we had been fortunate enough to discover a bud. (I think to live in a clearing in the woods as we have for so long must be bad for the soul. The times I have dreamt of hacking my way through those trees, of wide rivers and pastures and slopes and flowers and sky.)

Next item: drawing you during that tedious Mathematics lesson - could it be only three days ago? - when you leant  your chin on your hand and your hair fell heavy and your eyes gazed in concentration at the slate. If it had been me at the sum I would not have seen the chalk marks at all but some other thing entirely under my fingers; but you were thinking, that was the loveliness in your eyes. I love that drawing and wish they had not taken it away.

What were our other crimes? Let me think. Oh yes - laughing at prayers. I know that was very wrong, but it was such a bright morning and telling you all about my brother Charlie at breakfast had made your smile so irrepressible, and there was your beauty and then the frivolous, idle speculation that if he had lived you might have married him one day, and the children you might have had, and when I caught your eye as I thought of it again at prayers, you smiled and I laughed and you laughed too. It was not malicious, schoolgirl impious laughter; there was no mockery of people or of God. They did not understand that. The fact remains that we were meant to be praying and we were not, we were meant to be thoughtful but we were not, and our heads should have been bowed and they were not.

We deserved the scolding and the lines in our books, and perhaps even the hundred other petty slender separations, so harshly felt, but now, by comparison, so tiny and inconsequential. But this unnatural and sudden wrench, it seems unjust, very cruel. And to be going to my uncle, to a remote place I do not know, to a family I have not seen for several years—from my memory and my mother’s tales I do not anticipate a single sympathetic soul. A very grave and serious thought.

I fear I will survive only in your letters.

Write to me soon.

Affectionately,

 



Emily




Miss Augusta Dean 
High Trees School 
Rochester, NY

Bluff House 
Newport Beach

 



March 13th, 1861

 



My darling Augusta,

 



Foolish to begin a new letter to you when I have yet to despatch the first, but I simply cannot blow out my candle without telling you that I am arrived.

Mrs Bradley, the housekeeper, met me at the station in a hired conveyance. It appears the family do not keep a carriage here, as it is only a summer house. The lady was rather reserved - doubtless not relishing being out on a dark night, or is it better to say early morning, to meet a wayward orphan from so obscure a branch of the family - but she was civil enough.

I could not help feeling the most enormous excitement as we left the little town behind and I could smell the ocean breeze, feel the largeness of it before me - and the stars as big as lanterns in the sky.

I could not see very much of the house but it is clapboard, a seaside house, right on the beach, and so I must love it already. All the family were abed. I will meet them in the morning: father, son and mother. The other brothers are at training for the war, and my cousin Mary is at present visiting in New York. It will be awkward as we were always so completely estranged from every member of my mother’s family, and they were not even present at the funerals. The first and last I remember of them is my brief stay with my uncle and my aunt in Boston before he took me to school. All I can do is attempt to quell my nerves, remember my good manners and good grace, and that they are, after all, my flesh and blood.

I must try to sleep now. It will be time to wake again soon! I have already been to the window but it does not face the ocean.

Good night, my darling,

Your devoted,

 



Emily






CHAPTER TWO

‘Come.’

Her uncle had chosen to receive Emily in his study as a visitor, even though he had greeted her formally at breakfast and pleasantries about the journey had been observed. Her cousin William had been working in his room. It was the same massive desk she remembered from the Boston house he lived in but this room held more dark and shiny furniture than she had ever seen and all its brightness had been dimmed: she could not make out the sea from the shrouded window.

‘Uncle.’

He motioned for her to sit opposite him. She was not afraid. Indeed she did not want him to see how unafraid she was. The large dome of his forehead, the delicate spectacles, the roughness of his beard, the fineness of the manicure of his hands, all absorbed her.

‘You have nothing to say?’

‘Concerning what, Uncle?’

His voice remained quiet and dry, the loudest noise being the rustle of the letter he was holding, the one Miss Miller had written to him from her school. He looked up from the pages.

‘It has come as no surprise to me that you are considered wild. Your mother was similarly . . . unthinking.’

Emily had expected to be lectured on her conduct but this sudden sharp mention of her mother caught her off-guard. Her mother had been anything but unthinking. In a sudden complete, absorbing vision, she saw her sitting by the fire, saw her now in bright colours against the greyness of this room, flushed with that intruder, that consumption, bending over her work, bravely talking, explaining to her daughter about the myth of the Fall, about how Eve and the apple was as much a fairy story as any of the tales she had read to them as children. She had always tried to pass on her knowledge quickly, as fast as she could; she had known perfectly well that there would not be sufficient time. In that piercing second Emily wished more than anything that he would not mention her darling mother. With this memory in her eyes, she would not flinch; she would not be drawn on the subject. She would hold her mother close and not reply.

He continued as if he had not seen her hurt. ‘Tell me, my dear, what are your thoughts concerning how you intend to spend your summer with us before we consider what is to be done with you?’

She answered swiftly, too swiftly, no doubt; he seemed surprised. ‘I thought I might read extensively, and draw. It would not be a course of study as at school but I hope—’

‘Are you not aware that too much thought is bad for the female nerves?’

And now this fierce quick anger that she could not control sprang up in her. ‘Did you not only a moment ago say that it was wrong for women to be unthinking, Sir?’ She saw the colour mount in his face and the red lips press together. ‘Uncle, I did not mean to cause you annoyance. Your displeasure—’

But he was clever and wiser than she and she could see would not be addressed with such openness. His voice remained calm and even.

‘It matters little to me what you mean. You are my ward, not my child. If you were my daughter I might consider sending you for the cure as I have sent my dear Mary. She has not been well, filling her days with reading, writing and study - it is bad for her mind. The doctor in New York prescribes no reading matter for six months, fancy work only, and plain sewing. And under his care she is being fed plenty of butter.’ He sighed briefly before continuing, allowing his eyes to leave Emily’s face. ‘Butter is good for her. All fat is soothing. She must be soothed.’ He repeated the words like a litany, and then, quite suddenly, stopped. After a pause his voice gentled. ‘What pretty needlework are you engaged with, my dear?’

‘I have no sewing. I used to read at home, or draw.’

‘At home was two long years ago. What did you sew at school?’

‘I have left my sampler behind.’

When she looked at him now she saw a tremendous anger, far greater than her own. He took off his glasses and polished them, revealing the smallness of his milky blue eyes. But he was quiet. He did not burst out as she did.

‘I am not used to being spoken to in this way.’

‘I am sorry, Uncle. I do not know how it is that I should speak.’ With difficulty she stayed still in her chair, resisting the urge to stamp and tap her foot, and walk briskly, pace, longing to shrug him aside, alter the line of her vision, go to the window and see the ocean.

‘Emily, let me try to explain what I have in mind and then you will be in no danger of misunderstanding me.’

She had to look down at her hands in case she were to laugh or cry.

‘You may walk, and exercise your body. You may read, no more than two hours a day, and I will see what it is that you are reading.’

‘But I may draw?’ Why had she sounded so eager, so pleading, why had she let so much of her voice come into her throat?

He did not force her to wait for a reply. ‘I can see no objection. And you shall sew. Ask your aunt to guide you.’

A pause full of dry breathing. If it could be over she might go outside.

‘My dear, there should be no need for me to remind you, you have no fortune. Your destiny will be to marry. If you cannot be accomplished, or rich, or beautiful, at least make yourself agreeable. Talk to my son, he is a sensible fellow, and he will walk with you when his health permits. You may go.’

She wanted to cry suddenly, when really he had not been so harsh. She admired him for speaking the truth.


Miss Augusta Dean 
High Trees School 
Rochester, NY

Newport

 



March 15th, 1861

 



My dearest Girl,

 



Only two days here and it is so complete a change that we could have been separated for a month. Let me hear from you. I long to know how you do.

In the meantime I will tell you as much as I can about my situation. This place, the house, is glorious, built close by the ocean - and what an ocean: a wild, wide salty shore, so much sky - always changing, and angry waves - so much light and dark.

I have met my cousin William - as quiet and watchful as my aunt and uncle, but with an air of profound interest in others - if not a lively one - and he has extended every kindness and politeness towards me. It appears he has periods of invalidism. He is a writer and not expected to enlist against the South. He advises me that the shore will be calmer in summer and it is true, spring is always such an unpredictable time. Already I cannot decide which walk I love better: the cliffs, with their wind and open prospect, or the beach, with its contemplation of the waves.

The town itself, as befits its name, is fairly new, and feels extremely vigorous. Beach houses like ours line the shore, wooden with generous rooms and verandas - it is too cold to take the air on them now, but in the summer it will be open and wild. It is all so wide and open after the woods. The heart of the town itself is close by and there will be plenty of people who summer here. William assures me that there will be good society. I hope that this will be so, for I regret to say we are very quiet here at present.

I find my aunt a curiously lifeless person. I suppose because I did not know her as a child it is hard to imagine her nursing three boys and a girl, listening to tales of their blunders and dreams at her knee. I do not think it is a lack of devotion - she fusses over William and his supposed cough (I have not heard it once) - but she does not appear to feel, or see. She dresses in black; I would find it unbearable, day after dreary day. She appears not to notice me, but I fear she notices everything; while my uncle, shut up in his study reading his Theology and writing his many treatises, appears to be intentionally blind. He has not looked at me - not a glance - since our interview in his study yesterday morning.

It seems I am to do as I please, within his limits, but be watched closely. Yet how can I be watched if the people who  are watching do not see? It is in every aspect peculiar and contradictory, and in every mouthful I take or chair I sit in I feel conscious of doing something wrong. In their eyes, I mean, not in my own. I must draw it all for I cannot write it. As for my cousin, he comes and goes infrequently: he too is mostly at study in the library.

I love my room. It is sober and plain and I can see plenty of sky from the window, even though my eyes are deprived of the ocean. How I long for you to be here to talk to, to grasp your hand and look at you and you to know all of this without having to be told. We could lie on the bed together and laugh at their owlish ways.

After supper this evening I was invited to play, and being at the piano again made me feel calmer and more hopeful. It is a beautiful piano, with a clear and resonant sound, and the rosewood is embellished with remarkable artistry. My playing was pronounced good with a raising of the eyebrows by my uncle; my aunt did not look up from her work, but cousin William professed himself ‘transported’ with a slightly comical expression of surprised appreciation, his head on one side like a bird’s, his narrow face and penetrating eyes gazing as if at something invisible. I laughed and said it was hardly more than proficient, but he said I had a talent, or rather, ‘A way of letting my soul speak through the music.’ I could tell this irritated his mother, who began to bustle about the room turning down the lights. William’s work has only recently begun to appear in the periodicals, but it appears grand things are expected of him. I have read nothing of his, or of my uncle’s, of course.

It is late now, and no moon. I think it may be raining over the ocean.

I send you my fondest love.

 



Emily



They walked up the cliff path - Emily dancing ahead, William at a more gentle pace behind. It was not a beautiful day, the wind was too strong and the expanse of sky thick with cloud, but her spirits were soaring, as always on gaining higher ground. He was breathing heavily behind her and leaning on his stick; she had teased him about his comical stick, such a part of him at the tender age of twenty-nine. He had not laughed but she did not think he was displeased.

She did not hear him call her name but paused and turned, for he might have done so, and it was only polite to halt a minute, even though she fell short of offering him assistance. He was not an old man. She saw him looking carefully at the ground, picking his way as if through the treacherous undiscovered territory of their forefathers rather than a well-worn, if narrow, path sprinkled with long grasses and boulders. A little higher and the wind would whip her hair in earnest and she could already feel the longing to run and laugh. But she stayed.

Reaching her, he was breathing and panting and stooped, beginning only slowly to straighten up. Looking at her, he smiled. It was a surprisingly beautiful smile, not least for being so rare. ‘You are very quick.’

‘I know the path.’

‘And unusually tactful.’

She had to laugh. ‘Perhaps.’

‘If it were not for my back . . .’ He put his hand upon an obviously tender spot and allowed his words to trail off.

‘It is not broken, I assume?’ She laughed again and this time he laughed too.

‘An obscure hurt that cannot mar the beauty of this day.’

She looked about her at the headland still rising above, the beach below and the veiled sky. ‘It is not so beautiful today.’

But he was looking at her only. ‘I assure you, it is a beautiful day.’ And it gave her an unexpected delight to be looked at as a source of pleasure, to feel that by standing beside him she  was recognised as something good. She looked back at the light in his eyes and felt for the first time that here was another human being who might perhaps feel as she did, even if he seemed so unknowable.

‘Are you sufficiently rested? Shall we go on?’ And this time she smiled in a way that approached tenderness as he returned her gaze.

‘You lead the way, my dear, you lead the way.’

Turning away from him into the wind and beginning almost to battle its full force, Emily began to fear it might be too much for him, but she did not want to turn and look behind her for fear of disconcerting him. She could tell he hated to be embarrassed. And so she went on blind to him at her back, yet checking her pace and the briskness of her step. It was not far until the ground became a smoother turf, and the prospect was complete. In another minute he stood beside her, and although they were within touching distance they were obliged to call to one another to be heard because of the strength of the wind.

‘Do you take this walk every day?’ he said.

‘I roam about here on the cliffs. Do you know it well?’

‘I am not in the habit of walking far, and we have not been staying here long.’

‘Further along I found a perilous place where the sea boils called the Devil’s Punch Bowl. I have approached it, but my nerve has failed.’

He frowned. ‘I am glad of it. You should not venture that far alone. I have heard of the spot, it is treacherous - promise me you will not attempt it.’

‘Of course I promise.’

He gave her his arm, although she took care not to lean on it.

‘I love it up here - it is wild and undisturbed and I can look over the ocean and imagine crossing it one day.’ She was  shouting. It was the wrong occasion to attempt a conversation, let alone a confidence, but she could not help it. She turned her attention from the ocean to his face. ‘You have been to Europe, have you not?’

‘Yes, travelling with my father, and brothers.’

‘And was it everything you hoped?’

‘More. If I am to be the man of letters, the man I mean to be, it is the only place.’

He, too - weak as he announced himself to be - would contend with the wind to voice his ambitions. She felt he would not object if she were to ask him why he did not live and work there already, but it was not the right time. His desire for it seemed tinged with a sense of the impossible; but the confidence was inspiring. She longed to tell him how she and her father would go to look at the pictures in the gallery at Buffalo and how their physical presence was like being surrounded by creatures, friends who loved her and whom she might one day come to know; and how she longed to leave America also, to study in Europe and to learn. She wanted to tell him that for her the study of Art was everything, but it would have been a ridiculous thing to say. And besides, she was not sure it was the truth.

Instead she made the decision not to speak about her desires. They stood still side by side. Gulls wheeled in the sky and their far-off cry was the only sound. She studied his freckled cheek, the fineness of his profile and the intelligence of those far-seeing shortsighted eyes. He shivered slightly, though she herself was warm, desirous of the indefinable.

‘Time to go back down, I think,’ he said.

She was disappointed he did not want to walk further. The wind dropped and his words resounded clear to her. There was a kindness in his voice and look that left her not knowing how to feel.

[image: 001]

They continued their talk at tea; he huddled in his favourite plaid blanket, she head bent over her fancy work, needlework clumsy in the extreme. She had told herself an artist should be able to apply herself to anything, but could bring neither discipline nor passion to it. He recounted his experiences of Paris with its constant fervour over the latest thing (he said the French were very hysterical when it came to beauty), the fashions, the salons, the novels, the weather in the streets; Rome with its stench and its antiquities; the sheer dust and exhaustion of the travelling; the exhilaration in his soul. In the lamp and firelight and gathering dusk they were undisturbed.

‘You would love it, my dear. In Europe they have quite done away with vulgarity.’

She laughed. ‘Indeed? I am not convinced that that is possible.’

‘Our country is - they say we are entering on the greatest conflict of our generation, this war with the South. I have visited the wounded and I have written stories of soldiers and their struggles and their lives. My health does not permit the battleground to be my field of endeavour, and fortunately my brothers uphold the banner in my place. I have a different path to follow. War is not my subject - the private wars between people are more appropriate to my gifts.’

‘You are very sure of yourself,’ she said. ‘I wish I could be that sure.’

‘Don’t be deceitful; I have already decided that you are the truest person I have ever encountered in my life.’ He looked at her and looked at her and she became still and could no longer sew. ‘You have the gift of pure and unadulterated life, my dear; of vitality, of a great soul.’

‘You hardly know me. And you are talking nonsense and you are making me blush.’

‘That is your special gift - life. In movement, in speaking, the way you play the piano - the way you express yourself without fear.’

‘You are mistaken. I am afraid of a great many things.’

‘Do not think I am making love to you. I am not, although you are a girl with whom absolutely everybody will be in love. I am your devoted cousin, and your confessor. It would please me greatly if you would confide your impressions of everything you see and hear and feel to me - hold nothing back.’

Emily did not enjoy listening to his opinion of her, formed and phrased as if she were a picture he was required to study. It was true that she required a confidant, but that it should be him would have to depend on more than his command.

‘Let us leave me aside for a moment. Tell me more about what you intend to do.’

‘I will write. I will write a novel as great as any of that of Mrs Eliot, or of Flaubert, or of this Trollope with his flabby literal style that exhausts the readers of his brutish books. I will write. There will be no toil in it. It will be like a gilded web and I will catch my people in it.’ He smiled. ‘It is all to come. It is why I must travel. It strengthens the mind, the spirit. It hardens the talent. This New World is so full of self-congratulation: declarations of this and declarations of that. It is embarrassing. We did not invent the human. If anyone did it was Shakespeare, and I am not at all convinced he was human himself and not some visitation from another sphere. It is in the Old World we must seek for meaning.’ He kept looking at her. ‘You have read Shakespeare?’

‘A little; not very much. A Midsummer Night’s Dream.’

‘I will fetch you some reading matter directly. Shakespeare, and Keats. You shall start with Romeo and Juliet and the Odes.’

‘And will your father approve?’

‘My father is of the opinion that the correct subject  for both reading and writing is the exact will of God, something it appears only he and his cronies are entitled to construe.’

She laughed, left looking into the fire as he went into the library for the books. He had dropped the shawl on the floor by his chair. It must be a comfort to him to have something to stroke, she thought. The colours: tawny, russet, crimson, gold and green were beautiful too. And the way it had fallen with the shadows around it. She put her sewing aside in earnest and fetched her sketchbook from the window seat. She was at work when he returned.

‘If you please - will you leave the shawl?’

‘Certainly.’

He stepped over it, carrying the books and putting them on his lap. Pulling his chair closer to the fire he watched her work. She did not mind in the least. He had a way of observing her, she observed, that was both hungry and discreet. It did not take long. It was only a sketch.

‘That, I presume, is your interest? Drawing.’

‘It is just something I have always done.’

‘May I see it?’

‘Of course.’ She held out the book and he passed her the Shakespeare. He glanced at her drawing while she admired the bindings with hands and eyes. ‘These editions are very luxurious.’

‘You are accustomed to the school library. I like my books to be beautiful.’

‘And your father can afford to pay for them. I am sorry. I did not mean to say that. It was so vulgar, and I—’

‘Don’t apologise, my dear. It is not the first time I have heard you say exactly what comes into your head. That is how you must remain. It is part of your peculiar and considerable charm. But only part. The rest is ill-defined and requires work.’


‘I require work?!’

‘No. It is I who must work to capture you.’

 



 



Miss Augusta Dean 
High Trees School 
Rochester, NY

Newport Beach

 



April 3rd, 1861

 



My dearest Girl,

 



First I must assure you that I have received your letter - and regret that I have not had the opportunity at least to dash off a line to thank you for being so faithful a correspondent. Do not for a moment imagine you have not been in my thoughts, it is only that I have been unexpectedly taken up with so many new impressions that I have not had the usual opportunity to brood over a letter.

It does not come as a surprise to me to hear that nothing whatever is changed at the school. That you are resigned to my departure and that the other girls are proving kind in extending their friendship is welcome news to me. And yes, we shall continue to write - never fear. You are also quite correct in pointing out that I am fortunate to find myself amongst a family once more after so long, and that it should not be wasted in longing for you.

But let me say again that there is not an hour that passes when I do not think of you, still shut up in that dreary place amongst those dreary trees. It makes me angry that a creature of such warm and breathing energy as yours should be so confined - just as it made me angry for myself when I shared your confinement. But, my dear girl, without seeking to  belittle your fate, I feel I must draw your attention to the future.

Either at the end of this semester or, Heaven forbid, after the completion of another year, your father, in his wisdom, will conclude that your education is complete, and you will be transported in all your golden and abundant beauty, all your tumbling hair and merry spirits and quick mind, to a place far more worthy of you. You will be finished in the civilised surroundings of a great city, and you will be provided for. You will marry well and you will be allowed, within reason, to choose.

I, on the other hand, fear that without independent means I cannot do anything in this world.

I remind you of this not to lecture you, nor to bemoan my own circumstances, but to urge you to take comfort in the notion - the solid idea - that what you endure will have a clean and definite end. The uncertainty of your life and destiny will of course continue, and it will never be entirely in your hands, but its sphere will widen and become more receptive to you and your treasured gifts. Know that I desire an early release for you, but know also that I follow your career with a sense of confidence I fear I cannot attach to my own.

Darling girl, I must also remind you that, despite our separation, we are lucky in our friendship - truly blessed - and never let anyone persuade you to the contrary. I remember and treasure your cream and apricot solid flesh, that healthy complexion that is both delicate and robust - your firm step; your lovely voice and direct way of speaking and listening; your easy manners with any person, whether high or low - and others will love all these qualities with equal passion.

I am reminding myself of you too much and it is making me miss you unbearably. I shall cease singing your praises  directly - you must be blushing - and embark on as lengthy a description of the events of the past few days as your patience can bear.

My cousin Mary returned from New York yesterday, her arrival so quiet and subdued it could hardly be called an event. But then she is like her mother, not only in the apparent calm of her demeanour, but in the constant watchfulness of her gaze. In her sideways appraisal of my face and figure I felt an intense dislike: the way I used to know Mrs Darkins disliked me at school, however much the Head Mistress protested that it was my poor attitude and performance that was to blame. She has been taking a cure in New York, where, poor thing, she was shut up in an upstairs room of some doctor’s house, away from the light and given a great deal of butter to quieten her nerves. It has had the desired effect; she was certainly quiet but, I might also add, uncomfortably plump, for which she cannot be said to be at fault.

She has the same penetrating eyes as her brother, except, of course, only at close range, for she suffers from severe myopia and must wear spectacles. She is only twenty-five but looks and behaves like a widow. It makes me sad. She keeps to her room a great deal and when she does come down conversation falters as we cast around for subjects so suitably bland as not to cause her distress. My uncle warned me about this before her homecoming, saying extremely sourly, ‘As everything you say comes out of your mouth as if it were an explosion, it might be better if you were to keep entirely silent.’ I am sure in this case he is right. I would hate to be the cause of disturbing poor Mary’s nerves.

I imagine you asking me how the arrival of so gloomy a person could have made me so occupied I have been unable to write, but in truth she has been only a small part of my life’s jigsaw. I have found myself increasingly in the  company of my cousin, William, whose opinions and objectives in many ways correspond to my own. We walk the beach with the gulls circling over our heads, continually contemplating his future across the ocean. I am increasingly convinced he might well be the great writer he believes he can be, although I am forbidden to read his stories because of their unsuitable subject matter. Just the little topic of the war and its painful accompaniments disease, death and loss, along with unorthodox opinions about such things. The fact that I share his convictions about the monstrousness of war and have seen more death in my short life than he will ever know appears to be neither here nor there. It is very galling, this veil of unsuitability.

But I must add that I am beginning to suspect that my uncle’s displeasure and the question of what constitutes appropriate reading matter for young ladies might well obscure his real reason. I think at heart he is afraid to show me his work. So far he has had only minor attention and been published in a small way - he is choosing me as his intimate - someone so passionate and unformed, as he constantly reminds me - that he is excused for keeping me in ignorance. Yet I sense he fears my judgement. He fears my eyes on the pages he has written. And I suppose I fear it too - but oh, my dear, I am so curious! It is extraordinary, how curious I am.

There is so much time to think. It gives me an odd twist at the heart to be reminded that had my darling Charlie lived he would surely have enlisted and be facing this new mortal danger. You will be glad to know that I have refrained from engaging anyone on the subject of the cruelty of war; I would doubtless be reprimanded strongly. It seems mankind feels compelled to consume itself either from within or without. But I am losing my gaiety. William tells me he loves my gaiety.

So long a letter - I hope you are not bored.

My uncle remarked that I am looking less pale. It is the first time he has spoken to me for several days.

What I struggle to say is that for my uncle and my cousin it is the life of the mind that is their concern. All I know is that I have a horror of blood.

So very affectionately,

 



Emily






CHAPTER THREE


From his window William watched his cousin running towards the ocean. He had been up since six writing, finding that to move from dream to page often yielded an interesting if not always satisfactory result, and now, dressing and glancing out at the beach, there she was. Through the glass he could see but not smell the beauty of the morning, the very bright dancing light. It would be warm today. The colours were true, there was no mist or early cloud, it was all promise of summer ahead, and he saw her standing and looking about her and he knew she felt delight, alone and in possession of the purity of the shore. He watched her sit on the ground to take off her boots and stockings, then, abandoning them, she ran without hesitating into the ocean, lifting her skirts but wetting the hem of her blue dress.

He left his desk quite without deciding consciously to do so, hurrying down the stairs to find his coat and muffler waiting for him in the dark hall, and went to join her, walking slowly for fear of interruption, glorying in the vision of her in the waves.

When she turned she seemed only momentarily surprised to see him standing there on the ragged dune grass at the edge of the beach. He did not want the sand in his shoes.

‘Good morning, Cousin!’ she called to him. ‘We should  breakfast on the veranda, we really should! Have you seen this beautiful day?’

Any reply would have been inadequate, so he stood still and observed her: the bare flesh of her legs red with cold, dark hair tangled, skirts held in her hand. How could it be that with her mouth too wide for beauty, her nose too definite and figure too slight and unbending, how could it be that this creature could catch at his heart because she was so exquisite? He did not feel his own joy, but he could feel hers.

‘They will be calling for you soon.’

‘Indeed?’

‘Searching high and low.’ He wanted to prolong the moment of looking at her and embracing her with his eyes.

She smiled as she tried to pull her hair out of her eyes with the hand that did not hold her skirts.

‘It is time to come in now.’

‘Is it really? What time is it? I lost my watch.’

‘Quite eight o’clock. You were up early.’

For a second she hesitated as if to refuse, then waded towards him. ‘I wonder you were not all up and out on this glorious day.’

‘I was awake, but I was working.’ He held out his hand as she picked up her boots and stockings. ‘I will carry your things.’

She appeared almost angry and yet she was laughing. ‘Why should you carry them? They are my poor old things, after all.’

He touched her hand as she drew hers away from him, clutching at her belongings like a child with its plaything, and with bending head studied the veins that held so much life, wanting to seize that hand and wrist and kiss it, knowing he could not, would not, never should. Her playful glance seemed to understand and they approached the house together, its long gabled structure a grey-blue presence in  this new sunlight, made somehow benign. To be by the side of such a creature on this morning held a grandeur for him.

And then she broke away, running ahead and up the steps, across the veranda and into the breakfast room and he followed, out of breath, catching at some indescribable feeling of unease.

He could hear her voice calling, ‘Good morning, Uncle, Aunt, Mary,’ but not their reply. Breakfast was a silent time when his father prepared his mind for the day, his mother her tasks and his sister her spirits. ‘This day, have you seen it? It’s—’
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