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To my two great-grandmothers,


Ada Hilton, famed for her wedding cakes,
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remembered for her fine pies and a tea kettle


forever boiling on the fire.
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I


Villa Ombrosa


Tuscany, Italy


Low Sunday, April 1773
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As Kitt tramped on alone towards the villa, unease clung to him like the rancid sweat that soaked his shirt. He was weak-headed, sure enough, after five days of throwing up over the boat rail. At Leghorn, his port of arrival in Italy, he had disdained the other disembarking English passengers. They had jostled and jawed in gaudy Paris costumes, their ruddy faces peering into Mr Nugent’s Grand Tour. While they dawdled over vast portmanteaus, he had pushed past them with only a saddlebag slapping his hips. He was no mere tourist, Kitt told himself. He was here to hunt down Carinna, not follow some vulgar Itinerary.


Yet, at eighteen years old, Italy was entirely unknown to him. Un­­­certainly, he had hired the first unshaven ruffian who grasped his sleeve and offered himself as a guide. Soon he regretted that attempt at swagger: at Lucca, the rogue had urged him to enter a squalid inn to meet his purported bellissima sister. By then Kitt understood he was very far from his usual Covent Garden haunts. No doubt a gang of sharpers, or even cut-throats, waited inside. The coin of dismissal he had tossed at the scoundrel lost him use of the horse, but later he blessed Lady Fortune for that.


There had been no news from Carinna since her last letter, the letter he kept tucked against his ribs. He knew the words by heart and worried them afresh, squinting at the bleached ribbon of road she had ridden more than six weeks before him:


 


7th March 1773


Villa Ombrosa


My Dearest Kitt,


I have at last arrived and am mighty glad to have the key to our uncle’s villa. Trust your sister, for all will turn out well in time. Forgive my evasions – if only clocks would run faster we might soon be together again and all our troubles over. I can say no more, for I cannot trust the truth to a post that may be tampered with.


Your sister,


Carinna


 


When he had first read her letter he had felt only mild alarm. What was this truth she concealed, and who did she imagine would open her post? He had persuaded himself he could do nothing, suffering as he was from his usual lack of funds. Then, when his letters begging for news had remained unanswered for four, then five weeks, his agitation had heightened to a sort of madness, and he had pawned his best coat and set off without a word to any other soul. He had written to her from Marseilles, assuring her he would arrive on Easter Sunday. But that damned boat had first been delayed by the weather and then blown about like a cork on the heaving ocean. All had been against him. Yet – how had it taken him six weeks?


 


The iron gates of the villa yielded with a rusty squawk and Kitt glimpsed the white bulk of the building through the avenue of lime trees. The sun was sinking, and bands of honeyed light fell between the trees as his boots crunched loudly across the gravel. A sudden gust rose and lifted the branches with a hiss like a hidden torrent. Even the evening breeze was as warm as an animal’s breath.


It was a decent property, this retreat of their uncle’s. Though the devil only knew what vice Uncle Quentin had purchased it for, so far from English eyes. He would certainly stay awhile, Kitt mused, as the broad house with its leprous statues, terrace and lawns came into view. Whatever Carinna was running from, this was a comfortable bolthole. He revived to picture her at first overjoyed to see him, then sympathetic as she heard the account of his damnable journey. They must still be at siesta, he thought. A clever notion that, however foreign. Later he would rest on a cool pillow to ease his throbbing head. Before supper he would bathe, have the servants clean his clothes, and drift away from all his burden of cares in luxurious sleep.


‘Carinna?’ He called her name into the stillness, but only a shower of paper-dry leaves sighed in reply. Mounting the terrace he found inviting chairs and cushions bleached by many seasons of sunshine. The door stood ajar.


He entered the hall’s deep shadow. ‘Carinna,’ he demanded, blinking in the murky coolness. ‘Carinna? I am here.’


He was answered by silence. Ah, not quite. The jingle of a silvery bell reached him from the rear of the house. Someone was at home. Opening his mouth to call again, he found his tongue was suddenly too dry to speak. There was a new sound that was oddly irregular and – inhuman. A clink, and claw-like tapping. And then that tinkling of a doll-like bell. With silent care he pushed the door open and passed into the first room. It was empty. There were shabby furnishings: a sofa, gilded mirror, and ticking clock. Standing on the hearthrug Kitt listened acutely, all the time watching the gaping door that led to the back of the house. Now he could hear no sound save a low irregular buzzing. It was only then, as he inhaled sharply, that he noticed the stench: a gross, high stink that recollected the putrid bowels of the ship from which he had just escaped. He gagged and buried his mouth in his linen. In the act of dropping his head, he had only one moment to comprehend a small demonic being rushing across the floor towards him. With a cry he kicked out hard with his riding boot. The creature screeched with pain and then retreated, whimpering backwards against the sofa.


‘Bengo!’


By Christ, it was Carinna’s little pug, a dog no larger than a rat, with tinder-stick legs and doe eyes. Around his neck was a silver collar hung with a tiny bell.


Crouching, he whispered the dog’s name and stretched out his hand to pet its trembling back. ‘Where is she, little fellow?’


The dog’s eyes flickered with suspicion, his worm’s tail twitched. Crusty yellow vomit hung from his snout.


Holding his kerchief to his mouth, Kitt hesitated. He would have wagered that death lay in this house. He steeled himself to go into the back room and confront what he had travelled so far to find.


Before him stretched a table laden for a feast. Yet no guests sat on the velvet chairs. No bodies slumped across the cloth. A vast lump of meat had place of honour, rippling as if alive with a swarm of steel-blue flies. The tarts standing on gilded china were blotched grey with powdered mould; the bread sprouted puffy hairs of creeping fungus. A pyramid of sweetmeats had collapsed. Grapes had wrinkled into puckered raisins. Groping backwards, he saw a decanter of wine on the sideboard and reached out instinctively for a restorative gulp. Yet as his hand clutched the glass, a bulbous fly crawled over the rim and buzzed towards his face. Slapping it away, he saw the scene with greater clarity: pearly maggots wriggled amongst dishes of mould. The white cloth was smeared with trails of hardened dog excrement. On the instant he fled back to the hall and the gaping entrance door, where he gasped fresh air in greedy mouthfuls.


The air revived Kitt a little, though it brought no peace to his racketing head. Sweat broke out on his face. Where the devil were the servants? As furtive as a snake, Bengo slinked between his boots and bolted for the undergrowth. That dog had the right notion, Kitt decided. Carinna was not here. Something had happened. His youthful loathing of petty laws and officials made him keen to run away, too. Pretend you were never here, his instincts whispered. Rapidly he reviewed his route: he had kept his destination secret. He could be far from here by midnight. Yet, if he left now, he would never know Carinna’s fate. She might be upstairs. She might have left a message. Christ be damned, he would have to go back inside.


Turning on his heels he made a rapid tour of the lower rooms. He found a fussy sitting room with signs of occupation by a housekeeper or other damned hireling. Then, a kitchen still in disarray from preparations for the meal. Broken cakes on the table cast up a nauseous fragrance. The scent fleetingly recollected lilies at a funeral. All the downstairs were deserted. He had to pause at the gaping front door once again to refresh his lungs. If she is here, he thought, alive or dead, I must go upstairs and find her.


The stairs groaned as he climbed. He could give no name to what he feared. For which untimely guests was that sickening banquet laid out? And why would Carinna abandon Bengo? Reaching the first floor he entered the lesser rooms and found them all empty. Then he found a dressing room with water growing putrid in a ewer. Finally, he faced a closed door with a brass handle. He guessed it was the finest room, the one with broad windows above the villa’s entrance. He grasped the handle and swung it open.


‘Carinna!’ For an instant he believed he had found her. She stood with her back to him in a ruffled gown of rosy silk, quite motionless in the centre of the room. Approaching, his sight cleared: the gown was hanging on a wooden dressing stand, the face a globe of wood on which Carinna’s hat was hung, the whole display a cruel masquerade. He strode up to the figure and gaped at it in bafflement. Carinna’s familiar scent of violets rose from the gown, tantalising him with her presence. In frustration, he hit out at the mocking skeleton of wood and sent the head crashing to the ground. That it was a jest intended to torment himself he knew for certain when he saw his own letter tucked deep in the gown’s bodice. It bore the imprint of his broken seal. He had himself written it from Marseilles, barely a week past. He felt like a lunatic; brain-choked and baffled.


Yet in dislodging the letter something else had clattered out onto the floor – the Mawton Rose. It was the ruby belonging to that old fumbler Sir Geoffrey, a jewel so famed for its fierce scarlet fire that it was valued at more than one thousand pounds. So she had taken it, the clever puss. Greedily, he pocketed the Rose and his own crumpled letter. Finally, his mind lurched to the only possible conclusion. Carinna might have left Bengo behind if she were ill or crazed or forced by a pistol. But to abandon a jewel worth a fortune? He knew in his blood that Carinna was dead.


He could not bear another moment in that mocking house. In a tumbling descent he fled down the stairs, through the trees and gates and back to the lonely road. Should he find some authority, he wondered? Make a report? No, no. He had the Rose – why surrender that to some buffoon of a magistrate? His need was greater than theirs. Besides, if Carinna was dead he was her closest living family. And he needed cash so badly. It was providence. Oh, but Carinna was gone. He sensed he was only a few desperate days too late.


Behind him a twig snapped loudly. Crying out in anguish, Kitt swivelled as he ran, half stumbling but fearing to halt and investigate. Deep shadows loomed about him now; the undergrowth on each side of the track rose like the walls of a labyrinth, far taller than he remembered. Footsteps rustled behind him. Had they seen him? God damn that he had lingered! He ran faster, his fingers clutching at sharp briars, his boots stumbling. Why had he come here? It was almost dark; he would be hunted through the night.


Then the jingle of a silver bell unmasked his pursuer. It was only that squashed-snout lapdog Bengo, fearful of being left behind.


‘Be off, damn you,’ he shouted at the pale smudge of conscience that followed him. Yet still it trailed behind him over each wearisome furlong. Every few minutes he believed he had outrun the dog, only to hear, once again, its patter and jingle. Then at last he saw the huddled rooftops of a village and heard the tolling of an evening bell. Finally, a wagon crossed his path drawn by a plodding donkey. In desperate tones Kitt hailed the driver. ‘Taverna. Presto,’ he urged, shoving a coin at the startled man. Inside the tented cart a gaggle of dark faces peered at him in inquisitive silence.


He ached for the hot sting of spirits against his throat. Cards, a fine bottle, the baize table; that was his realm. Fingering the Rose inside his pocket he traced its cold angles and wondered how quickly he might turn it into cash. He needed to find a town where a bed and brandy were cheap, and questions were few. Rocked by the wagon, he felt suddenly as vacant as air, as if the uncertain attempt at manhood that was Kitt Tyrone had vanished from the earth along with his sister. Until that day he had smouldered with fury at his life’s injustices, but now only fitful ashes of fear fluttered at his core.


He dropped his eyes into his grimy fists. He could not rub from his inner eye that final image of the dog. It haunted him again – indeed, it continued to patter at his heels all his life. Especially when fatigued, when alone, or most horribly, when passing from waking to sleep, he heard that whimpering and those scurrying short steps. Even when he had finally given up hope of finding her and wanted only the oblivion of an empty bottle, it still followed him. Long after all the lire from pawning the Rose had disappeared into quick Italian fingers, that pale shadow hobbled after him through the darkness. To his desperate end he could not stop himself from picturing that dog’s jingling journey, backwards down the white road, once again to face the gaping gates and that mouldering feast.










A half year earlier










II


The Kitchen, Mawton Hall


Being the day before Souling Night, 1772


Biddy Leigh, her journal










~ My Best Receipt for Taffety Tart ~


Lay down a peck of flour and work it up with six pound of butter and four eggs and salt and cold water. Roll and fill with pippins and quinces and sweet spice and lemon peel as much as delights. Sweet spice is cloves, mace, nutmeg, cinnamon, sugar & salt. Close the pie and strew with sugar. Bake till well enough.


Martha Garland her best receipt writ on a scrap of parcel paper, 1751










Every cook knows it’s a rare day when you have all the parts of the perfect dish. But that day back at Mawton I had everything I needed: white fleshed pippins, pink quince, and a cinnamon stick that smelled like a breeze from the Indies. My flour was clean, my butter as yellow as a buttercup. It’s not enough, mind you, to have only the makings of a dish. There’s the receipt honed through the ages, written down in precious ink. And beyond that is the cook, for only she can judge how much stirring is enough, or have the light fingers to rub a pastry well. It’s no common event, that gathering of all the parts that make the perfect dish.


It makes me think that’s how it is for us servants. No one pays you much heed; mostly you’re invisible as furniture. Yet you overhear a conversation here, and add a little gossip there. A writing desk lies open and you cannot help but read a paper. Then you find something, something you should not have found. It’s not so very often, with your servants’ broken view, that you can draw all the ingredients together. And it’s a rare day when all the parts combine in one story, and the chief of those parts is you.


So that is where I’ll start this tale, on that October baking day. I was making taffety tarts that afternoon in the kitchen at Mawton, as the sunlight flittered across the whitewashed walls and the last roses nodded at the window. I’ll begin with a confession, mind. I’d crept into Mrs Garland’s room when she wasn’t there and secretly copied out her best receipt. It’s no wonder our old cook used to say I was as crafty as a jackdaw. ‘Your quick eyes miss nothing, Biddy Leigh,’ she always said, shaking her head, but laughing. I’d kept my scrap of paper secret all year long and often pondered how to better it. That baking day was the third day Mrs G had shut herself away in the stillroom, dosing herself with medicinal waters. As I rolled the pastry I lived out a fancy I had nourished since the first apple blossom pinked in May – the making of the perfect dish.


Next day was All Hallows Eve, or Souling Night as we called it, and all our neighbours would gather for Old Ned’s cider and Mrs Garland’s Soul Cakes. After the stablemen acted out the Souling play, the unmarried maids would have a lark, guessing their husband’s name from apple parings thrown over their shoulders. So what better night, I thought, for Jem to announce our wedding? At the ripe age of twenty-two years, the uncertainties of maidenhood were soon to pass me by. Crimping my tarts, I passed into that forgetfulness that is a most delightful way of being. My fingers scattered flour and my elbows spun the rolling pin along the slab. Unrolling before my eyes were scenes of triumph: of me and Jem leading a cheery procession to the chapel, posies of flowers in my hand and pinned to Jem’s blue jacket. In my head I turned over the makings of my Bride Cake that sat in secret in the larder – ah, wouldn’t that be the richest, most hotly spiced delight?


And all the bitter maidens who put it underneath their pillows would be sorrowing to think that Jem was finally taken, bound and married off to me.


The only sour note that struck was the sudden bang-slapping of a bird against the windowpane. It was a robin redbreast pecking at the glass, his wings beating in a frenzy.


‘Scarper,’ I shouted, flapping my hands about. What was it he warned me of, that he stared so hard and tapped all in a frenzy?


‘Is it a robin?’ Teg had crept in from the scullery and the fear I felt was echoed in her gawping tones. ‘He be a messenger. ’Tis a famous omen. Death be coming here.’


‘That’s enough of your claptrap,’ I snapped back. Risking breaking the glass, I lifted a ladle and knocked it against the pane so hard that the bird flew off on the instant.


‘You see. He were only a fledgling tricked by the glass. If you’ve finished the apples there are fowls to pluck.’


Teg cast me a poisonous glance and swore she had not finished half her chores. I’m not daft, I knew our scullery maid would be off to tell her gossips what a Miss Toity that Biddy Leigh was and how this omen must herald my bad end. She wishes it true, I thought, as I checked the oven’s heat with a sizzle of spit. She is jealous and rankles under every command I give her. But it was only a gormless fledgling. No person who knew their ABC would give a farthing for such a sign.


 


The tarts were scarcely in the oven when the noise startled me. A right how-row it was: hollering grooms, clattering gates, dogs yelping and barking. Then a fancy hired carriage rolled right inside our yard, the team of horses snorting, the heavy harnesses creaking and jingling. My first thought was, what on earth was I to feed any company with? We had a good stock of provender for the servants, but nowt for the likes of Sir Geoffrey if he’d come up all the way from London.


Off I scarpered to the back door to see who it was. What with the stable boys jostling and a stray pig upsetting the cider pots, at first I could barely glimpse her. Then I pushed my way through and saw a young woman climb down, no more than my own age, only she was as pale as a flour bag, with rosebud lips pressed tight together, and two spots of rouge high on her cheeks. She stared at the rabble, her eyes narrowing. She weren’t afeared of us, no not one whit. She lifted her chin and said in a throaty London drawl, ‘Mr Pars. Fetch him at once.’ Like magic the scene changed: three or four fellows legged it indoors and those staying behind hung back a bit, fidgeting before this girl that might have dropped from the moon for all we’d ever seen such a being in our yard. What drew my eye was her apricot-coloured gown that shone like a diamond. I drank in all her marks of fashion: the peachy ribbon holding the little dog she clutched to her bosom, her powdered curls, but most of all it was her shoes I fixed on. They were made of shiny silver stuff, and in spite of the prettiest heels you ever saw, were already squelched in Mawton mud. It were a crime to ruin those shoes, but there were no denying it, she’d landed in a right old pigsty.


I knew she had to be Sir Geoffrey’s new wife, this so-called Lady Carinna we had jawed about since they got married some three weeks ago down in London. One of the grooms had told us she was near to forty years younger than Sir Geoffrey, and hadn’t that set our tongues wagging? While the men made lewd jests, we women asked, what was she thinking, to let herself be married to our master?


Next, another woman tottered from the carriage, a scrannil-looking creature with a chinless, turtle head. She was waving a big lace handkerchief before her nose as if she might waft us all away like a bad smell. Her mistress never even gave her a glance, only lifted the little dog and made daft kisses at it, like we weren’t even there at all. It were quite a performance, I can tell you.


Thank the stars our steward Mr Pars came bustling out just then and yelled at the boys like a sergeant to get back to work.


‘Lady Carinna,’ he said, bowing stiffly. ‘What brings you here, My Lady?’


She never even gave him an answer, so I wondered at first if she knew he was our steward, trusted with the charge of everything while the master was away. He seemed suddenly shrunk beside her, with his greasy riding coat and tousled hair.


‘My quarters,’ she said at last, avoiding his eye.


He made a half bow; his face were liver-purple. Then she followed him down the back corridor. The show were over, and I scurried back into the kitchen.


‘Get them fowls spitted,’ I yelled to my cook maid Sukey. ‘And a barrel of cabbage chopped right this minute,’ I said to scowling Teg. Then I stood awhile, hands on hips, and pondered what on earth a woman like that would ever eat.


 


We were nearly shipshape when Jem’s knock shook the door. Even with hands still claggy with flour I couldn’t get to him fast enough, my heart fluttering like a pigeon in a basket. Then there was Jem leaning on the door frame with the afternoon sun gilding him; I am tall for a woman, but his golden hair near touched the lintel.


‘Did you see ’er?’ His hazel-gold eyes glinted. ‘Under all them frills she ain’t nowt but a girl. Dirty old goat, he is, to take such a bantling to his bed.’


‘She may be fine-looking but she don’t look frisky to me.’ I’d seen her youth, sure enough, but also something tight-knotted in that pretty face. ‘Not like some,’ I said with a prod at his chest.


He made a grab for my hand, grinning all the while. ‘Yer got flour on yer face,’ he laughed and smeared it so I must have looked worse. ‘Are them pies I can smell?’ He craned forward, stretching the thick tendons of his neck. ‘Give us a taste then,’ he said, so low and slow my belly fizzed. That boy could make me melt like butter.


‘You rogue, you’ll have me out the door with no wages,’ I protested, pulling back away from him behind the threshold. We could never forget the rules all we female servants lived under: no husband, no followers, not even a wink. Even Mrs Garland only held her title from tradition, for every cook was Missus, though almost all were spinsters. ‘No callers’ was the rule set by every respectable master. It was the curse of my life, to choose to cook or to choose to marry.


‘Now you won’t forget about tomorrow night’s Souling?’ I chided. ‘You will tell Mr Pars we’re to wed?’


‘I’ll do it, love. Then we can start up our alehouse and you can get cooking. I don’t half fancy being a landlord.’


‘Aye, but we need the means to start it up first. We need the capital, Jem.’


It was the grand future we dreamed of. If ever we won a bonus or were remembered by a generous master, we would turn the old ruin at Pars Fold into a tavern. It was in a most fortunate place, right by the new highway. With all the new money rattling around from turnpikes and trade, I’d heard travellers would rather eat beefsteak for a shilling than bread and cheese for tuppence. But sometimes I wished I’d never told Jem my notion, for now he talked of little else.


‘The time will come, my love,’ I added, then reached to touch his cheek.


‘One kiss,’ he croaked. ‘Look, I fetched some Fat Hen for you.’ Jem offered me a bunch of wilting greens.


I reached for the plants, rubbed the leaves with a snap of my finger and thumb and sniffed. They were as fresh as spinach but not so peppery and warm. And wasn’t that a faint whiff of cat’s piss? Mrs G always said I could sniff a drop of honey in a pail of milk. I used my nose then and saved us all from a night of gripes.


‘That’s not Fat Hen, you noddle. That’s Dog’s Mercury. Once I knew a band of tinkers that made a soup of it and near died. If I serve that up to the new mistress I could be hanged for murder.’


‘God help us. Give it back here. It’s ill-omened.’ He hurled the plants towards the hogs’ trough. ‘I’ll fetch you whatever you want from the glasshouse.’


‘I have fruit by the barrel-load,’ I laughed. ‘Get along now. I’ve Her Ladyship’s supper to see to.’


‘Wait, I near forgot my news.’ He held me back with his calloused hand. ‘This footman fellow of hers just come from town. A brown-skinned fellow he is, a right chimney chops, wearing one of them gold footman’s coats. He’d got a letter from London. Billy saw it in his hand. So maybe the master is coming home after all. Sir Geoffrey might put his hand in his pocket when we wed.’


‘Maybe, maybe not, Jem. When he was younger, perhaps. His bride coming up here on her own, that don’t bode well.’


Just then a waft of bitter smoke reached me from the kitchen. ‘My damned pies!’ I cried and turned back inside.


Jem caught my wrist as I turned. ‘Where’s my kiss then?’


‘They’re ruined,’ I snapped. ‘Teg must find you a morsel.’I am sure that’s what I said that day, that I confused his victuals with his kisses.


When I rescued the pies they were greasy brown and tasted of cinders. ‘You stupid distracted numkin,’ I cursed to myself as I stared at my ruined handiwork.


But before I could tip them in the trough I felt a shadow at my back. Turning about, I found Teg twitching like a puppet on a string.


‘Biddy, come quick. There’s a lady in the kitchen asking for the cook, but I just run off dumb.’










III
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Loveday dropped down to squat outside his mistress’s door. He didn’t like those chairs that left his legs dangling, and to stand all day made his old wound ache. Squatting on his haunches, as he had always sat with the other men of Lamahona around the fire, he could think. His velvet breeches pulled at his knees, and his gold-trimmed coat dragged in the dust, but his muscles stretched taut. Behind the door Lady Carinna was weeping and shouting, spitting fire like an angry mountain. He puzzled over the words of the letter he had half an hour earlier secretly opened and read:


 


Devereaux Court


London


27th October 1772


Dearest Sis,


I received your letter this morning and must confess to my absolute confusion. Why the devil have you journeyed alone all the way up to rustic Cheshire? Puss, what schemes are hatching in that clever head of yours? If you had but invited me, we might have travelled in style together, but instead you abandon me alone here, subject to the ranting of our uncle. He is not happy, sis, that you have left your husband so soon – but then what did he ever know of the feelings of others? As for me, I at least comprehend that you cannot abide another moment in that old man’s disgusting company. Bravo sister, for reclaiming your freedom!


You ask for news of Town, so here is what little I have. In short, the gaming table has not favoured me, but I believe one may win as easily as lose, it is all in the turn of a card. My losses are nothing beside Lord Ridley’s; the rumour mongers report it at £10,000, and he has departed for the Continent to escape the consequences. Our uncle laughed to hear Ridley will pass by his old villa in Italy, claiming he will be harried by another stinging plague of mosquitoes.


Other gossip is that I saw frowsty Sarah Digby about town with your old admirer Napier, who has certainly shown his true colours, as I predicted he would. The story is that they were married last week at the Fleet, all on account of her £30,000. Jane Salcombe is also making a fool of herself, and danced all evening with Col Connaught (only a measly £2000) which is desperate measures indeed.


I am certain that since our uncle has made a match for you, he plots the same for me. My only saving grace is that he thinks me too much of an idle drone to snare some vulgar heiress, and thank the devil for that. He is still as tight as ever, but did give me £50 to parade myself at the pleasure gardens last week, but instead I went alone to Mr Garrick’s Jubilee at Drury Lane and savoured each word spoken by the divine Prince of Denmark.


As for the rest of the cash, I am now the possessor of a black velvet coat that I am sure you will like me in well, but with only a modicum of gold, the rest I lost quite heroically at the tables.


So tell me, is your husband’s estate worth the journeying? Our uncle boasts it is a fine place that brings a steady income. I expect you have splendid horses up there, and judging from your husband’s scarlet Malmsey nose, a fair cellar. P’raps you could invite me to more closely inspect his property while the master continues away? What a jest would that be?


How soon do you return, sis? If not within the week, might you also send a little ready cash, and kiss it for luck to help me turn our fortunes?


I Remain Your Ever Affectionate Brother,


Kitt Tyrone


 


The letter was from his mistress’s brother, whom his mistress indulged like a child. Yet the meaning was hard to understand. Ridley, Sarah, Napier, Col: they were names of no meaning to him.


His letter-reading was a secret, the gift of kindly Father Cornelius from the mission on Flores. Only a white priest would have paid the high price of a Portuguese dollar for Loveday, broken as he had been after living as a slave of the Damong clan. In return for shelter and schooling he had learned to be a good houseboy and pray on his knees before the big stone Mary. But all that Bible chanting and sitting on hard benches could not make him forget who he was. He was Keraf, father of Barut, a hunter of the Lama Tuka clan. He could read and speak some English, but he still secretly honoured the skulls of his ancestors. And when he prayed he did not chant mumbling words as the Catholic fathers did, but let his mind drift on the tides of time, just as his mother, the daughter of a Spirit Man, had always done, and her ancestors before her.


Behind the door the sounds of shouting and Bengo’s excited yapping quieted. Loveday stared past the flower-decorated papers that lined the corridor and began to still his mind. Since falling out of his old life into this chilly underworld, his habit was to sink into reveries when alone. He recollected his life on Lamahona, summoning his wife, Bulan, and his little son Barut. Was Bulan still as lovely as the moon after which she was named? He wondered if her dark lips still smiled and twitched in her sleep as the baby sucked at her breast. No, Barut must be tall now, he must be sailing his father’s prahu out across the bay. Or so he prayed. Or were Bulan and Barut also slaves? For all the pleasure his visions gave him, their pain pierced Loveday as sharply as the iron harpoon that had once been his greatest treasure. Shifting on his haunches, he set his wits to tackle his problem. How could he return to his own world, to Lamahona and his precious wife and son?


Willing his breathing to slow, he let his mind slip like a sea serpent, away from the quayside of this cold world. He conjured the beach on Lamahona; heard the hiss and tumble of the waves. Crossing the sugar-white sand, he waded into water that shone like blue glass and was as warm as mother’s milk. Flipping onto his back, he floated like a sea cow in the twinkling, bobbing sunlight. The salt on his upper lip tasted good. Ideas bubbled and popped around him. When he was still like this, alone and untroubled, he could fish for the future as well as any Spirit Man. For a long time he drifted, seeing once again his wedding feast, his son’s birth, his parents’ pride.


He was lost. This alarmed him, as he knew the ocean as well as any man knows the landmarks of his own country. But as he swam amongst the islands, each scene was unfamiliar. The conical peak of a mountain loomed towards him where he expected to find a jagging reef. Here was another unfamiliar island, and then another. In frustration Loveday searched the horizon, peering through narrowed eyes. Then, glancing down into the darkening ocean, he started back to see a strange boat directly beneath him. It was not a Lamahonan boat at all, but a ship as big as a whale, with pearly sails and pale-skinned men wandering the deck. Loveday peered down, so close that the brine stung his widening eyes. If he could hold his breath like a pearl fisher and explore that magic ship, he would find his journey’s end. He reached down deep into the water and felt the wisp of the ship’s pennant pass between his fingers like a ribbon of seaweed.


 


Loveday felt a blow to his side that sent him headlong against the hard floor.


‘What’s this, you idle heathen? Asleep at your post?’


He had been kicked by a vast leather boot that stood by his blinking eye. With a lurch he scrambled up and tried to stand poker-straight to attention. The old man Mr Pars stood over him, his face as grim as a time-worn boulder. This man was Number One over all the servants, he knew that much. Loveday rapidly grasped that his work as Lady Carinna’s footman was an easy post that he must strive to keep, for it promised days of idleness, free of beatings.


‘Only one instant my eyes close, good sir,’ he said, his head bobbing like an oar in a storm. ‘On my life, it is the first time.’


‘Your mistress has three letters waiting for you,’ the big man said. ‘And I’ve got my eye on you, you cheating ape. Do you understand the King’s English?’


‘Yes, sir. I always listen good, sir.’


‘Then understand I will have you kicked out on the streets if I find you asleep again. Understand?’


‘Yes, sir.’


Loveday scuttled off to his mistress’s door. As he entered, he wiped all expression from his face, so that Lady Carinna would have no reason to shout at him. He held out the silver tray so they need not touch as she dropped a neat new letter. His mistress’s red cheeks still looked feverish.


‘Jesmire has left one, too,’ she snapped. He picked up a second, neatly copper-plated letter.


‘Mr Pars, he say three letter, My Lady.’


She stared at the crumpled balls of scribbled paper. ‘The other is impossible to write. Take those.’


Back outside, he puffed his cheeks out in relief to see that Mr Pars had disappeared. He raced up the stairs two by two, singing under his breath in celebration of the hour of freedom a journey to the post house would earn. He hesitated by the gallery fire, unsure whether to open the letters or not. That fellow Mr Pars had stared at him like a devil man. But his instincts told him that his survival depended on understanding the private thinkings of those around him. Picking up a lighted tallow stump he headed for his garret. Once he was alone in his gloomy room beneath the eaves, he sliced at the seal with his razor and read the first letter.


 


30th October 1772


Mawton Hall


Cheshire


Dearest Uncle


I have arrived at my husband’s estate and found it to be a mouldering ruin on the far edge of nowhere. Is this the reward for my suffering? As for the bitter cold and damp, (not to mention the strain to my nerves), it is all most dreadfully injurious to my health. Sir Geoffrey refuses to write or to see me and has sailed away (the arrant coward!) to his estate in Ireland. I am quite ill from it all and wretched, truly wretched.


I know that you would say I should gather my wits and play on. I must puzzle it all out myself I suppose, and play my hand the best I can. I expect the immediate business here to take some short while, after which I shall write again, so I beg you prepare my old chamber at Devereaux Court for my return.


We may speak freely then,


Your devoted niece,


Carinna


 


Loveday shook his head and bit down the urge to smile. ‘Turn back London,’ he muttered, as he wet the seal with a drop of stolen wax. Whatever tide he was riding, it was turning rapidly, after all.


The second letter was in Miss Jesmire’s curly hand. The message was less veiled and he understood every single word. So the old woman was eager to escape as well:


 


The Editor


The Lady’s Magazine


30th October 1772


Messrs GGJ & J Robinson


No 25, Pater-noster’s Row


London


 


My Dear Sirs,


I should be grateful if you would post the following Notice in an attractive and prominent position in your Advertisements for Employment, within the pages of your soonest edition. I enclose 2 shillings secured within a twist of paper in payment for your services.


 


NOTICE


A Lady of Age & Most Estimable Experience, most genteel, the daughter of a much admired late Suffolk clergyman, who understands the business of making up clothes and linen, is dextrous with a needle, dresses hair admirably, & possesses the benefits of a genteel private education, would wait upon a respectable Lady and make herself useful in any Capacity such as Maid, Nurse or Companion. Most eager to take up a suitable position without the slightest delay. Please reply in the strictest confidence to Miss J at Mrs Wardle, Haberdashers, The Strand.
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The Kitchen, Mawton Hall


Being the day before Souling Night, October 1772


Biddy Leigh, her journal










~ To Make A Fricassee of Chicken ~


Take your chickens fresh killed and cut in pieces and brown them quick in butter. Have some strong gravy, a shallot or two, some spice, a glass of claret, a little anchovy liquor, thicken your sauce with butter rolled in flour. Garnish with balls of forced-meat, cockscombs and toast cut in triangles all around.


A dish given to me by a Tavern Cook at Preston as being in the great court style, Martha Garland, 1743










That Jesmire creature was indeed in my kitchen, peering at the row of spoiled tarts. She was dabbing a handkerchief to the tip of her pink nose.


‘What in heaven’s name are those?’


‘A small accident,’ I said shortly. ‘So what can I do for you?’


‘Lady Carinna requires some chicken cooked nicely,’ she announced, pursing her vinegar lips. ‘But you will have to do better than this. These will never do.’


Oh, I was right ashamed she’d even seen them.


‘Of course I’ll do me best for her, ma’am.’


With a snort my visitor began to peer about the kitchen.


‘So, the chicken. Dress it as well as you are able. The diner is – a true gourmand.’ A nasty twitch played at the corners of her lips.


I’d been looking her up and down and decided she was nowt but a servant like me. Her fancy green gown was plainly a hand-me-down too large for her frame – she were a pilchard dressed as cream, as Mrs Garland would say.


I stopped nodding and glared. ‘So are you fetching it up then?’


You would have thought I’d told her to mop the floor.


‘Me? Why, I have never lifted a plate in my life. Loveday, my lady’s footman, will come down for it. I am taking the carriage directly. Well, get to it, girl.’


 


Sauce-box! I racked my head to remember the fine old dishes that Mrs Garland used to make for Lady Maria. Fricassee, I settled on, for it had a fancy French sound to it. I browned the chicken in my pan and dressed it up with the proper garnishes.


No one came. That footman of hers – was he also too tip-top to fetch and carry? With a curse I sent the hall boy upstairs. Moments later his sleepy head reappeared.


‘There in’t no one there, Biddy.’


With a cuff to his head I decided to take it up myself. There were no backstairs at Mawton to keep us servants out of sight, though I reckoned little then how unmannered that must seem to the Londoners. Since my first day’s hiring I had loved Mawton’s castlements and crumbling towers, the black panelled halls and creaking stairs. It was built in the pattern of great houses hundreds of years past, with new parts clustered about a chilly keep tower from the days of the Conqueror. To pass above stairs was a rare treat for me, like visiting a palace of wonders, a chance to feel soft Turkey carpets beneath my boots and gaze at the shining pewter chandeliers.


On the stairs the pictures slowed my pace. Above me in a golden frame, Sir Geoffrey looked lordly in his ermine gown, and much more personable aged forty than he did now he was more than sixty. Yet even then his gaunt cheeks and thin lips foretold his coming ruin. What in God’s own name did his young bride make of her new husband? I remembered the first time I’d seen him in this very same place. Not long after I’d arrived at Mawton I’d been summoned upstairs to help choose herbs for the linen. Afterwards, I’d fancied myself alone, and loitered to admire these same paintings. At the sound of a tapping cane growing ever closer, I’d frozen stock-still. It was too late to hurry off downstairs, so I drew back against the wall as Sir Geoffrey himself appeared above me. I saw him for only a moment, but his countenance was one I would never forget. Unlike his portrait he was a wreck of a man, his white hair hanging in greasy tails, and his back bent beneath a faded velvet coat. Two pale eyes lifted from his florid face, meeting mine for an instant and narrowing in annoyance. His eye rims, both upper and lower, were unnaturally scarlet.


Mrs Garland’s instructions suddenly rang in my ears. ‘Biddy, if you should ever meet the master, turn to the wall.’ I swiftly turned about, dropping my head and praying with eyes screwed up tight that he might not speak to me. He lumbered closer, his cane thudding on the floor as he dragged himself behind it. As I held my breath he passed me like a frost creeping through the night. Long ago he’d been good-tempered, by all account. ‘When he married Lady Maria he treated the whole village to a roasted ox,’ Mrs Garland had told me. Yet all I’d ever known of him were tales of drunkenness and vicious harangues at any who crossed him. I pitied the young mistress, fleeing up here and fretting for his return.


Beside his portrait was a dainty picture of his first wife, Lady Maria, her timid face as pale as a pearl. Every inch of her was bedizened with jewels and lace, and at the picture’s heart her thin fingers dandled the ruby called the Mawton Rose. For hundreds of years it had been kept at Mawton, after being ripped from a saint’s grave by one of Sir Geoffrey’s ancestors. It had been painted very finely, every sparkle tricked as if it stood before your eyes. The foolish tale was that the jewel had leached away Lady Maria’s strength, so all of her babes miscarried, and she herself was dead at less than five and twenty.


Mrs Garland had known her, when first she came to Mawton. A fine confectioner she called her, and said it was true that the poor mistress had worn the jewel night and day, till Sir Geoffrey had finally plucked it away as she lay cold in her coffin. She was long dead, of course, with no remembrance at all save by us, who made free with the ruins of her precious old stillroom.


 


No footman waited at Lady Carinna’s door. So there was nowt for it but to knock. No one answered, so I knocked again. Finally, I heard a weak voice. Inside, I found only Lady Carinna all alone. God’s tripes, I swore under my breath. I was not at all used to serving gentlefolk.


‘Me Lady,’ I racked my brain-box for polite words. ‘I’ve fetched you your dinner.’


She was propped up on the vast four-postered bed, almost hidden by its twisted pillars and blue brocade. The room was so thrown about with cloths and chests that I had to be mighty careful with the tray as I made my way towards her.


She flicked a limp finger towards the table at her bedside. I set down the tray and took a quick look about me. She was lounging on the bed in a gaping lilac gown, and showed a pair of white stockings with dirty grey soles. Scattered on the quilt were the remains of a cake, and a greasy rind of ham. Honestly, I wanted to spit, I was that offended at her fetching her own dinner.


She was staring at a letter, a frown between her painted brows. There were signs of tears, too, in the pink rings about her eyes. I was so busy gawping I almost cried out when one of the heaps of silk suddenly shifted and moved. An ugly little face pushed out from beneath the bedclothes. It was that poxy dog.


My mistress sniffed at the plate and pulled a face. ‘Scrape that stuff off,’ she said, pointing at my stately garnish of toast and cockscombs. Some people just don’t know fine food when it’s put in front of them.


‘Cut it up,’ she demanded, as I curtseyed in readiness to leave. So I set about cutting it, wondering that a lady such as she could not even master her own knife. With another small curl of her finger she bid me come closer with the dish. And then I had to stand as still as a sentry with the plate held before me for a full ten minutes as she fed the dog my perfectly fricasseed chicken. What had that old toady said? ‘The diner is a gourmand.’


Oh my stars, she would pay for that one day.


Whenever the dog distracted his mistress I looked about myself. She had set down the letter she had been so mighty interested in and folded it over so I could make nothing of it. That she had been trying to answer it I could see from the balls of crumpled paper thrown around. I did my best to spy them out and found I could read a little of one of her crumpled fragments. It had been crossed out so hard that the paper was torn right through. Ink blots smeared much of it but I did my best to cipher it:


 


[image: _img1]


 


It made no sense to me at all, for only gibberish words were left. Yet even I could comprehend her unhappiness. What was Sir Geoffrey thinking to grieve the girl so? It was a tragic case indeed.


Finally the lapdog turned his head aside with a yap of temper. Lady Carinna fell back on her bolsters, all exhausted. Staring absently into space, she nibbled at nails that were bloodied to the quick. I suppose her looks passed for beauty in London, for her complexion was as smooth as a boiled egg. Yet her rosebud lips were cracked beneath the carmine, and her hair, half-down to her shoulders, had little powders of scurf. Then I remembered she was an abandoned bride and to be pitied.


‘Me Lady. Is there nowt else I can fetch you?’


She didn’t even look at me, only shook her head while lifting the letter to read it again. I retreated to the door.


‘Wait. Can you fetch me these?’ She picked up a ribbon-festooned box of sweetmeats. ‘Jesmire,’ she said, as if the word tasted like a sour lemon, ‘has gone to look for some, but I doubt she will succeed.’


‘Can I see?’ I hesitated and then at her nod, came forward and peered into the paper-layered depths. A fragrance rose from the wooden box of fine sugar and a pulsing scent that one moment delighted and the next disgusted, like charred treacle.


‘Violet pastilles?’ I ventured.


I took her silence for agreement.


‘You won’t find them in these parts,’ I explained. ‘Yet I could have a go at making them.’ My blood was still up, from the offence I’d taken over my fricassee. ‘Well,’ I shrugged, ‘I could make summat like ’em. I pride myself I can cook almost any article I taste.’


I pride myself. Puff-headed words.


‘What did you say? Damn it, girl, I can barely comprehend your foxed speech. You could make them?’ From her grimace you would have thought I had told her to pin them in her hair. ‘Why, these are from The Cocoa-Nut Tree at Covent Garden. You have heard of that establishment?’


No doubt she expected me to scratch my head like a right country numkin.


‘The Cocoa-Nut Tree at Covent Garden? Why it’s the finest confectioner in the capital and sells bonbons, macaroons, candied fruits, and ices,’ I said in my proper reading voice. I had long studied their advertisement in Mr Pars’ London Gazette after he’d left it by the kitchen fire. It was a beautiful advertisement, with little drawings of sugar cones, ice pots, and tiny men attending wondrous stoves.


‘Why, you are quite the monkey mimic, aren’t you?’ I felt her scrutiny like something crawling on my skin. Beneath her slummocky ways she had wits aplenty.


‘Yet I reckon,’ I added quickly, ‘I would need one to copy.’


‘What’s to lose,’ she sighed, falling back upon the pillow. ‘Take one. Your name?’


‘Biddy Leigh, Me Lady.’ I curtseyed deep.


‘Take one,’ she repeated. ‘But if you cannot make a perfect copy, Biddy Leigh, you must send to London for a whole box, all from your wages. Do you understand?’ I felt a quickening of alarm. A fancy box like that might cost me a quarter year’s wages.


‘You do understand? A perfect copy. Not just – what was it you said? “Summat laak um”.’


She laughed at her aping of my speech, a hoarse chuckle that I did not like at all. Did I truly sound like a witless beast?


‘Aye, Me Lady.’ I bobbed deep and slipped the sweetmeat in my pocket. As I turned to leave I saw her grasp the ratty dog and begin a new game. She made it dance on its hind-legs while she dandled one of the precious violet sweetmeats, till with a gobble the pastille disappeared.










V


The Stillroom, Mawton Hall


Being the day before Souling Night, October 1772


Biddy Leigh, her journal










~ To Make Violet Pastilles ~


Take your Essence of Violets and put into a Sugar Syrup, so much as will stain a good colour, boil them till you see it turn to Candy Height, then work it with some Gum Dragon steeped in Rosewater and so make into whatever shape you please, pour it upon a wet trencher, and when it is cold cut it into Lozenges.


Lady Maria Grice, given to her by her grandmother the Countess of Tilsworth, from a receipt well favoured in the days of Good Queen Bess










Later that evening I marched to my dear Mrs Garland for help, leaving the servants singing over their cider, and the kitchen scrubbed clean. To Lady Carinna I’d sent what I could conjure from the larder: white soup, a little hock of ham, jugged hare, medlar jelly, and the speedy whipping of a plum fool. Still, I felt wretched as I trod the sodden paths through the Old Plantation with my lantern held high. Tonight I had finally to choose between life as a cook with Mrs Garland or as Jem’s sworn wife. To prick my guilt further I knew my old cook was ailing, and feared she would not bless our union. As the dusk gathered and the ravens’ mournful cries split the air, I shivered to think of her all alone, for the stillroom was no place for an invalid. In the time of old King Charles it had been a fine brick-built distilling house, with twin pillars at the door and glass panes in the metalled windows. But it was now many years since Lady Maria had made her fashionable cordials there. Some of the more foolish maidservants avoided that dark avenue and talked of glimpsing a thin white lady in the twilight. Her ill-luck was a warning, they said, against meddling in herblore. Mr Pars called them empty-headed minxes, for he still came by and helped himself to bundles of herbs to ease his lungs. For myself, I saw no ghostly shade in the dark trees. As for Lady Maria’s uneasy rest, I now wonder if that wronged lady was indeed stirring in her barren grave.


Inside the stillroom I tiptoed between teetering rows of bottles and flasks, and skirted around chests heaped harum-scarum with spices. Dipping my head, I knocked against bunches of herbs that scattered powdered dust. It was a worse mess than I remembered. It was here that Mrs G had given me my education, in this kingdom of smells and flavours. Now apparatus stood furred with mould on the tiled floor. The air was sour with mildew.


It pains me to think how I found my dear old friend asleep on the couch, her breath wheezing, and the grey fuzz of her hair escaping its cap. It is cruel to see what a life of hard labour can bring: I’d seen her knees, back, and hands failing day by day.


Then her eyes opened and I saw joy in them. ‘Biddy dear,’ she sighed.


For a while we chattered on about the kitchen and Her Ladyship’s arrival. Then I made an effort to revive her in the best way I knew – by challenging her clever wits.


‘I wonder, did you ever make these?’ I dropped the violet sweetmeat into her swollen fingers. She pressed it, squeezed it, sniffed it. Finally, she nibbled the edge and licked her dry lips.


‘Lady Maria made many such sweetmeats. Long ago.’


‘But what is that to us now?’ I said. ‘For she is not here to show us.’


My friend stayed silent, which was strange. I met her eyes and the shine in them was aguey, I thought.


‘I have found something, Biddy. But first, you must swear not to tell.’


‘On God’s blood.’


‘It’s a book,’ she burst out. ‘I saw a mouse run out from a loose brick, or I should never have found it. It was hidden, Biddy. By Lady Maria herself.’


And there it was, tucked away beneath her bolster. As she pulled it out, I saw it was leather-bound, and bore on its cover the words: The Cook’s Jewel, being the Household Book of Lady Maria Grice, given to her by her mother Lady Margaret Grice, being a Treasury of the whole Art of the noble Grice Family of York. I craned to see inside it and turned a handful of pages. There were close scribbled sheets on every sort of fruit, fowl, and fish, all the pages copied in different long-stemmed scripts. On a sudden I, too, began to grasp our good fortune. It was a marvel.


‘It is her book,’ I said in wonder. ‘Is it everything she made?’


‘It is more,’ she said, her eyes flashing bright. ‘Her own mother’s art, their housekeeper’s, and friends’. Perhaps a hundred years of women’s stuff, all written clear as day.’


‘Hidden away. Of course it would be here.’ I reached and stroked its dusty cover.


I didn’t truly understand, yet, what it was. As well as Lady Maria’s receipts, I glimpsed Remedies and Physick for Diverse Ailments and parts copied out on many interesting matters: The Art of Dining Genteely, The Right Behaviour of a Gentlewoman, How to Judge a Proposal of Marriage, and many more.


‘You have started adding your own receipts? You are not so ill, then?’ I noticed my old cook’s box of scraps standing at her bedside, and felt a spark of hope. If she was not so ill, I was not so great a traitor.


‘It is because I am ill I write.’ She sighed. ‘It is time to preserve my work here. You don’t think it too high-handed to add my own stuff, Biddy? A plain old cook like me?’
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