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  You don’t usually see a horse like Baronet – or any horse at all – on the deck of a ship mid-Atlantic, unless, that is, you’re travelling with someone

  like Idie Grace.




  Baronet whinnied with joy for the salt spray on his muzzle, the sun on his back, and the ladies in the lounge chairs turned at his whinny, like leaves disturbed by a breeze. They lifted their

  glasses and murmured.




  ‘Heavens – a horse.’




  ‘Has no one called the captain?’




  ‘That’s her – with it – look, it must be the Grace girl . . .’




  ‘Has she no hat?’




  ‘Is there no one in charge of her?’




  Idie thought of her governess and said to herself, No, there is no one in charge of me, because when we reached the Bay of Biscay my governess declared she wouldn’t come out of her

  cabin till the seas stopped shifting so. Idie’s smile surfaced, together with her sense of mischief, and she told Baronet, ‘Now there’s only Numbers, and he’s not used

  to small girls or horses, so you and I can do as we please. See, I’ve taken my hat off and shan’t wear hats or stockings ever again.’




  ‘Her mother was a beauty, in spite of everything . . .’




  Idie paused. Her mother was a beauty. She held that close and repeated it in her head, My mother was a beauty. She’d write it in her book. She whispered to Baronet to stay

  very still and listen to what else the ladies said because Idie gathered the things she overheard and stored them like rare treasures in a special book.




  ‘That hair – just look at it. From her father’s side of course . . .’




  Idie winced. Her hair was the wrong kind of hair. She knew that because Myles and Benedict and all the Pomeroy Graces had straight, sunshiny hair. Nevertheless she lifted her hatless head and

  stuck out her chin to show the ladies she didn’t care what they whispered behind their fans.




  Even if the sea is smooth and flat as a plate, it’s tricky to manage a high-spirited horse on the deck of a ship. There were more obstacles, awnings and bulkheads and things, than Idie had

  counted on and she wondered what Baronet would make of them all, but he simply nuzzled her to tell her of his interest in the salt and the sea.




  ‘You think I’m all right, Baronet, but other people think there’s nothing right about me at all.’ An arrowy dart shot through her sunny mood. Despite all her questions,

  and without anything that amounted to an explanation, Lord Grace, known to all as Grancat and the only father Idie’d ever known, had sent her away from Pomeroy, off to a place so far away

  that there might be no going back. The only good that could come of leaving Pomeroy, Idie had told herself, was that she might find out about her mother.




  ‘Come, Baronet, hurry.’




  Baronet’s nostrils flared in puzzlement at the lack of grass in evidence on the surface of an ocean. Idie tugged at his head rope. They must reach the prow before the flustered captaincy

  marched him back down to the stinking belly of the ship. Scandalized whispers ran from chair to chair. People were always watching; that was the problem. Well, now they had something to watch: a

  fine horse was stepping out to take the air on the deck of the Majestic.




  ‘Call the Captain! Someone call the Captain!’




  ‘They sent for her, you know, to fetch her back.’




  ‘No place for a young girl, that house, so large and remote.’




  ‘I’ve heard it’s haunted.’




  Haunted? Idie started. Haunted was not good. Haunted would in fact be a negative.




  ‘Well, it would be, after what happened there . . .’




  After what happened there? What had happened there? But Idie felt their eyes on her and tossed her head and led Baronet on.




  ‘There’s no other relative, of course, only her.’




  A tide of consternation and curiosity swept like a bow wave before their progress along the deck. A group of men in panama hats who were smoking and playing bridge raised their brows, a little

  more admiring, perhaps, than the women, and stared.




  ‘My word, look at that. A horse . . .’




  ‘That’s her . . . the Grace girl . . . you know – the one . . .’




  ‘That animal is a beauty.’




  Idie wondered if it were a bad thing to be a beauty, but in Baronet’s case she didn’t suppose it was. Forced to stop by an inconvenient set of stairs that barred their way, she

  turned Baronet and led him to the deck rail. Baronet nuzzled her as if to say he knew her defiance was the angry, fragile issue of shock and pain.




  ‘Look, Baronet, we’re at sea and we don’t know where we’re going nor why.’




  She bit her lip, remembering how Myles and she had huddled behind the plaid curtains of Grancat’s study, listening as plans were made for her departure. Idie had become an eavesdropper,

  listening behind curtains and doors, concentrating with all her being on what was said.




  ‘Only Miss Treble can be induced into accompanying the child, and she only on account of the money,’ Grancat had said.




  Treble, Idie’s governess, was idle and cumbersome; a woman of no discernible age and no apparent purpose in life. Myles had sniggered at the notion of Treble being in charge of Idie, and

  Grancat had murmured, ‘Treble, good God . . . heaven help the child. Webb, of course you must accompany the child and see her installed.’




  Algernon Webb, known to the family as Numbers, was an accountant or lawyer or some useful combination of both, and he’d been at Pomeroy so long you could almost forget he was there at all.

  Idie peered between the curtains. Numbers appeared a little alarmed about accompanying Idie on such a voyage; his eyebrows having escaped so far up his forehead in shock at the idea that she began

  to worry they might never be able to come down again. On Myles’s knee lay the Idie Book, in which Myles wrote the things they learned about her. So far he’d written:




  

    

      

        1. Idie is not the same as us.




        2. But she has the same name [GRACE].




        3. Grancat is mine and Benedict’s father but not Idie’s.




        4. Someone just gave Idie to Grancat, like a kind of parcel.




        5. Then [later, when Idie was bigger] a letter came telling Grancat she had to go back to where she came from at the start.




        6. Grancat says it’s because she is a lady of property now. We don’t know if that’s good or not.




        7. Grancat says that Blood is THICKER than Water. We don’t know what that means, but the result of it is that Idie has to go to a small and faraway place called

        Hummingbird Island.


      


    


  




  Myles’s brow furrowed as he pencilled a new entry:




  

    

      

        8. It is in the WEST INDIES and they are dangerous and only Treble will go to them them because she is greedy for the money. You have to pay someone a good deal to go to

        them because they are awash with brigands and bandits.




        9. Idie won’t ever come back because the Indies are so far away.


      


    


  




  Round tears crawled down his grubby, freckled cheeks. Myles made fatter tears than anyone else. Grancat said that was because Myles’s heart was so much bigger than other

  people’s. Myles was slow and thoughtful and life came less easily to him that it did to Benedict, who was quick and reckless, but Benedict was mostly too busy and grown-up to want to play

  with Idie.




  

    

      

        10. We won’t be allowed to visit her because the Indies are hellish hot and only pirates live there.


      


    


  




  Idie crept away. She had her own book. Across the cover she’d written ‘My Mother’, and this book was the only secret she ever kept from Myles and Benedict.

  Alone in the attic, Idie opened it and reread the first entries:




  

    

      

        I don’t belong at Pomeroy because my hair is the wrong colour.




        Myles said he doesn’t think I ever had a mother, but I do because all children have mothers.




        Then he said my mother didn’t love me and that’s why she sent me away.




        Grancat said she DID love me and that’s why she sent me away, because sometimes it is kinder to do that.




        First my father died [a long time ago] and now my mother is dead too.


      


    


  




  Idie took up her pencil and added:




  

    

      

        My mother lived in the West Indies so now I have to go to her house.




        I have no other relative except for my Pomeroy cousins.


      


    


  




  Then she’d put that book down and taken up another, The Flora and Fauna of the Indies, and pored over the coloured plates in it.
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  ‘Trescientos escudos. On-ly trescientos.’




  A large bird, a white and lemon-yellow parakeet, was held high above the heads of the crowd on the dock.




  ‘I’ll have him.’




  The young girl with the mane of dark hair slipped between the trousered legs and pastel skirts of the crowd. Numbers followed in her slipstream, dabbing his face with a handkerchief and

  apologizing at least twice to everyone he passed.




  ‘Miss Grace! Miss Grace!’




  ‘On-ly trescientos escudos. Ve-rrry fine . . . ve-rrry good . . . very handsome . . . ve-rrry clever . . . ve-rrry booot-ti-ful.’




  ‘I want him – I’ll have him,’ Idie told the man, breathless.




  The hawker eyed the fine embroidery of Idie’s collar.




  ‘Trescientos escudos.’




  ‘Yes, yes, I want him.’




  ‘Ve-rrry clever. Name of poet: Homer. H-O-M-E-R. Famous poet. Bird of the ambassador of Brazil.’




  There were cockatoos and parakeets and lorikeets and all sorts on the dock in the Azores, but Idie supposed that they hadn’t all belonged to ambassadors.




  ‘Miss Grace –’ pleaded Numbers – ‘do wait, Miss Grace.’




  ‘Trescientos escudos,’ insisted the hawker.




  ‘I have three hundred escudos,’ said Idie, loud and determined.




  The parakeet dipped his head and inspected Idie sideways.




  ‘Trescientos escudos –’




  ‘Miss Grace, I do not think – where is Miss Treble? Should we not consult Miss Treble on the matter? I am sure—’ petitioned Numbers.




  ‘Miss Treble has counted herself out of the equation by choosing to remain in her cabin, where the whisky is to hand. She says whisky is medicinal in a case of seasickness,’

  responded Idie in a loud voice, adding, ‘Besides, she says the Azores are NOT SAFE, that no one she knows has disembarked there and returned alive.’




  ‘Oh dear. Oh dear.’ Numbers cast about. ‘Well, you see, about the parrot, Miss Grace, you must be moderate, be prudent, Miss Grace. Moderation and prudence . . .’ Numbers

  glanced nervously at the large bird and dabbed his face and said, ‘They live a very long time, you know . . .’




  Homer moved his head with the spasmodic twitch common to all birds and his crest oscillated like the ornamentation of an oriental emperor. He fastened a resolute eye on Numbers and plumped out

  his nape, then his breast and finally, when, like a soufflé, he’d quite doubled in size, he said, ‘TRESCIENTOS ESCUDOS.’




  Numbers stepped back in alarm, but Idie squealed with delight.




  ‘You SEE, he TALKS.’




  ‘Ve-rrry fine bird, talking bird, senhorita, ve-rrry clever bird. Name, Homer. Trescientos escudos.’




  ‘Miss Grace, it’ll be awkward, do you not think, very awkward, to have a parrot . . . ?’




  ‘Parakeet. And he will talk to me. NO ONE ELSE talks to me . . .’ Idie spoke loudly. The crowd grew silent; heads turned. Sweat broke out on Numbers’s brow. ‘YOU

  never talk to me and Miss Treble is too inconvenienced by the mild swell that occurred THREE days ago in the Bay of Biscay to leave her cabin.’ Idie noted with satisfaction that Numbers was

  foraging in a pocket in a flustered sort of way and she continued triumphantly, her voice rising. ‘So, in the absence of any other companionable companion, and because whisky isn’t

  quite so medicinal as Miss Treble thinks, Homer will step into the breach and talk to me.’




  ‘Ve-rrry clever bird.’




  Homer dipped his head in receipt of the compliment, then began to edge his way, claw over claw, towards Idie. He placed one large, many-jointed claw on the bare skin of her arm, inclined his

  head a fraction to her and said, ‘YOUR EXCELLENCY.’




  A smile burst over Idie’s face.




  Homer curled the segments of his claws around her small arm. He shuffled and bustled and waggled his rear quarters, then waggled and bustled again till his rump had billowed like a cloud. When

  he was quite sure he was looking his most magnificent and was installed in the most commodious manner possible, his tail feathers lifted again and settled over Idie’s arm, like the gown of a

  dowager over a throne she has no intention of relinquishing.




  With the great bird on her small arm, Idie turned. The crowd parted for them, then closed and clustered after them, watching and whispering and shutting out the hapless Numbers.




  With the acquisition of Homer, Idie’s spirits rallied and she realized the point of having money of her own. However, Homer proved a disappointing companion on that lonely journey, because

  he took a dim view of sea voyages, dropping his head beneath his wing and refusing to talk for a long while.




  Numbers and Treble kept to their cabins and Idie wondered that she should have been sent to the end of the world in the charge of two such un-seaworthy grown-ups.




  One night after dining alone with a despondent sherbet crested parakeet, she wrapped a cardigan around herself and slipped out of her cabin. She paused at Treble’s door, wondering whether

  her governess had grown accustomed to seas that shifted. The door was ajar and Idie heard Numbers talking in a hushed tone.




  ‘I never know what’s coming next, what mood or prank will take her. I cannot talk to her. I have no wife nor child, and I fear lack of practice ties my tongue, Miss Treble.’

  Idie peeked through the gap in the door. Treble was running a plump finger through her ringlets. Numbers, however, was evidently not the sort of man to notice the fetching gestures women might

  make, thought Idie, because he wrung his hands and ploughed on, ‘She’s resorted to a parrot, God help her, for her own amusement and to mock me. She’s precocious, but she knows

  nothing of the world, wasn’t received by neighbours, rarely went beyond the bounds of the park at Pomeroy. They’ve told her nothing. She doesn’t know where she’s going nor

  why, and like a wounded thing she snarls and holds her head high and I – anything I tell her would only wound her more deeply.’




  You WILL tell me, said Idie to herself. Whatever there is to know, I must know it.




  ‘Mr Webb, don’t worry yourself. That child requires EXPERIENCED MANAGEMENT. Leave everything in my hands. When the sea’s calm, I’ll be quite myself and I’ll

  tame the child.’




  Idie snorted. Tame the child? Well, Treble might find that Miss Idie Grace CANNOT be tamed.




  Numbers answered. ‘I am most grateful to you, Miss Treble. I wish you goodnight and a speedy recovery.’




  Idie made a dash past the cabin for the stairs.




  There was a dance on the quarterdeck. A band was playing waltzes under the awning, couples dancing by lamplight. Idie stood behind a post and watched, her eyes travelling from one woman to

  another, resting on their dresses, their faces, their hair, wondering what sort of clothes her own mother had worn, and then why it was that her mother had lived in a house that had ghosts in it,

  and why she had sent her daughter away, and why she, Idie, was told nothing about anything. Idie never so much as glanced at the men. Grancat wasn’t Idie’s father, but he dwarfed all

  other men and was all the father she’d ever wanted.




  The wind grew fierce and the waves tall. The lamps were put out, the couples crept below deck, but Idie lingered. The hull was gleaming beneath the water as if lit by a lantern. Idie crept along

  the deck rail and saw how the wake had turned to a ribbon of fire and how the waves broke about the boat in luminous starry showers. Floating lights gleamed on the water and were gone, and the

  fishes were grown silvery as if lit with a light of their own.




  ‘It’s the salt that makes light when the ship meets a rough sea.’




  Idie turned, surprised for she’d not noticed anyone else still about on that part of the deck.




  A tall, dark-skinned man approached and said, ‘It is not safe. Come, miss, I take you back inside.’ His voice was slow and sing-song and strange to her, but Idie considered him and

  concluded he had the kind of uprightness about him that was desirable in an adult. ‘You are going home.’




  It was part question, part statement. She scowled, cross that he, like everyone else, knew about her, and said through her teeth, ‘It’s NOT home.’




  ‘Miss Grace, it is a fine place.’




  He knew her name too.




  ‘It is good you are going home,’ he repeated.




  ‘Pomeroy is my HOME,’ said Idie sullenly.




  ‘That house is tall and grey and –’ he paused, searching for the right word – ‘big and cross and frownin’ at the world.’




  Idie started. He knew Pomeroy. It was him – the man who’d come with the letter for Grancat, the letter that said she had to leave, the one that had changed everything and meant that

  nothing would ever be the same again.




  ‘Your home, Miss Grace, Bathsheba –’




  ‘Bathsheba,’ breathed Idie.




  ‘It is white and low and the sun always there like she shining only for it, and it lying there, just smiling back at the world.’




  Idie considered the notion of smiling houses and frowning houses and conceded that there might be an advantage to a house that smiled, but not if it were troubled by ghosts, so she asked,

  ‘Why do they say it’s haunted?’




  He shook his head. ‘It is a fine place, with creeks and gullies and hummingbirds . . .’




  Creeks and gullies and hummingbirds. Idie considered these. Well, of course there would be hummingbirds, and hummingbirds would be a positive, but he hadn’t mentioned monkeys, so

  she asked, ‘Are there monkeys?’




  He smiled. ‘Plenty of monkeys, plenty of mon­gooses . . . Oh yes, miss, it is a fine, fine place. You needed there, Miss Grace. Is good you goin’ home.’




  The ship lurched and plummeted into the valley of a wave, flinging Idie against him. He caught her and led her back to the lower-deck stairs and paused there, and she asked, ‘Does it have

  ghosts?’




  ‘Ghosts everywhere, for those that look.’ He smiled, yet his tone was serious. ‘Don’t you go lookin’ for them, Miss Grace; don’t you go searching.’




  She looked at his face, remembering how he’d stopped under the turkey oak to shelter from the rain and stretched a hand over the railing to the horses huddled there. It was perhaps because

  of that, because he was the kind of man who talked to horses in the rain, that Idie asked, very quietly, ‘My mother . . . Did you know her?’




  He looked then right into her eyes and nodded. Idie’s heart turned over,




  ‘Tell me – what was she like?’




  ‘Your mother she planted the trees, she fill all the inside and the outside with flowers –’




  ‘And . . . ?’ Idie’s voice was barely audible.




  ‘She was strong and kind and capable and all the things a mother needs to be.’




  The door to the lower deck opened and Numbers stood before them. He started with shock and said, ‘Ah, Miss Grace, there you are, and Nelson, I see –’




  Idie saw he was alarmed to find her with the man called Nelson, and the mischief in her bobbed like a cork to the surface and she said, ‘Yes, here I am. And I have been having a MOST

  interesting conversation with Nelson.’




  ‘Good night, Miss Grace, Sir,’ said Nelson, and slipped away.




  The wind roared, the waves grew tall as trees, the captain cursed, women screamed, plates smashed. Treble wept, prayed and vomited.




  ‘We’re going to a fine place,’ Idie told Homer to console him, ‘with gullies and monkeys and hummingbirds.’ In her book she wrote:




  

    

      

        My mother was a BEAUTY.




        I am going to her house.




        It is white and smiling.




        It is called Bathsheba, which is a very nice name for a house.




        She filled it with flowers.




        She was strong and kind and capable and all the things a mother needs to be.


      


    


  




  Those words were, for a long time after, a light to live by, a little fire at which to warm her hands.
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  Hummingbird Island was shimmering and strange as a fairy tale. The emerald-skirted hills stretched their violet crowns into fleecy lilac cloud. Some careless eruption of the

  seabed had perhaps thrown them up and left them there together in a happy cluster, as if just floating on the silvery sea.




  Idie whispered to Treble, ‘Myles says they’ll drain our blood for ink and dry our skin to parchment.’




  ‘Quite so, quite so.’ Treble was busy adjusting her bonnet, but as Idie’s words registered she spun round. ‘What did you say child? No, no, that cannot be

  so.’




  The harbour was a kaleidoscope of steamers and schooners, carriages and cranes, masts and palms, awnings and warehouses, casks and crates, a mesmerizing rainbow of brilliant otherness, greener,

  yellower, pinker, than any greens or yellows or pinks Idie had ever seen.




  Baronet was led, snorting, down the ramp. He struck the cobbles and roared with joy as if the island had appeared there in the sea especially for him. Dazed by the swooning heat, Idie waited on

  the dock. Dark, bare-backed men walked past, sheaves of cane on their heads. A line of turbaned ladies followed, baskets on their heads, and Idie marvelled that everyone carried things on their

  heads instead of in their hands and wondered if she could soon go about in such a way.




  Treble, her feet finally on ground that did not shift, shuddered. ‘Mr Webb, this is most unsuitable. Have no arrangements been made for us?’ Treble was turning pinker by the minute

  in the heat, and all her ringlets were unravelling.




  Numbers put his hat on, took it off, put it on again. ‘Yes, yes, there will be someone – Gladstone will come.’ He cast about and beckoned vaguely across the sea of straw hats

  and parasols.




  ‘Miss Grace, Gladstone Mayley, your foreman, has managed the estate at Bathsheba most loyally and for some forty years.’




  ‘Whoever he is, he’s late, Mr Webb, and it is most unsatisfactory,’ said Treble. Ruffled by the sun and the unsatisfactory unsuitability of everything, she was wavering like a

  blancmange, putting Idie in mind of Myles, who’d said, ‘It’ll be vile and horrid and you’ll melt like wax.’




  Idie gave a wicked smile to think of Treble subsiding into a pinky-peachy puddle between the casks of rum.




  ‘Ah, there’s Gladstone with Nelson.’ Numbers raised his hat in the direction of two men bent in close conversation.




  Treble looked their way and flinched as if with shock. ‘No, no, that cannot be so.’




  Gladstone, the older of the two men, made his way towards Idie’s group, but Idie’s eyes were on Nelson, the man who’d known her mother, the man who’d gone all the way to

  Pomeroy and been turned away at the door. He’d had no overcoat then, Idie remembered, and in that rain his clothes would have been wringing wet.




  ‘Gladstone Mayley is Nelson’s father, Miss Grace. The Mayleys have always been good and loyal. Unfortunately Nelson no longer works at Bathsheba, though two or more of his children

  do.’




  ‘I see,’ said Idie.




  Gladstone stood before Idie and bent a little, raising a hand to his hat. ‘Miss Grace?’




  ‘There’s some mistake surely,’ Treble hissed at Numbers.




  ‘I am Gladstone Mayley, mistress, your foreman,’ the man said to Idie, lifting his hat.




  Treble started and blinked with shock that the people of such a place should speak with so educated and English an intonation.




  Gladstone looked at the large bird on the small girl’s arm and a broad grin breached his solemn face.




  ‘This is Homer, and this is Baronet,’ said Idie proudly, gesturing to them both, and with a quicker sweep of her hand she indicated, ‘Mr Webb, my lawyer, whom I believe you

  know, and Miss Treble, my governess.’




  ‘There’s some mistake, Mr Webb,’ Treble hissed again. ‘I did not expect—’




  ‘Miss Treble, what exactly did you expect?’ asked Numbers, a touch sharp.




  ‘Here comes Sampson with the handcart,’ said Gladstone.




  Sampson was young and sort of long and his suit stood nervously and separately about him as if on its first outing.




  ‘I may faint,’ announced Miss Treble. Idie noticed with mild curiosity that in the heat Treble had indeed grown still more unsteady and sort of liquescent.




  ‘Mistress, I am Sampson Sealy,’ Sampson said, smiling broadly. ‘Welcome.’




  He looked at Baronet and rubbed the soft parts of Baronet’s nose, ‘This horse is happy to be here.’ Sampson took sugar from his pocket and held his palm flat.




  ‘See, I told you, Baronet. I told you there’d be sugar,’ Idie whispered, wondering if everyone here went about with sugar in their pockets every day.




  ‘Plenty of sugar.’ Sampson’s smile was still there, as if it would now stay happily on his face forever. His skin was pitted and gnarled by some childhood disease. His arms

  hung sort of accidentally about his sides as though they might come loose at any minute and Idie wanted to bind all the bits of smiling Sampson Sealy together with tape in case he came apart.




  ‘I may faint,’ Treble repeated in a trembling voice.




  Gladstone started forward. ‘Quick, help the lady, Sampson.’




  ‘Certainly not,’ said Treble, adding forcefully, ‘Mr Webb, lend me your arm.’




  Sampson had strapped the luggage to a trap. Baronet, harnessed alongside, was expressing by the high carriage of his head his superiority over the trap ponies. Numbers murmured

  to Treble that he regretted he could not see them safe to Bathsheba, it being such a long way there and the hour growing late.




  ‘It’s quite all right,’ said Idie promptly. ‘Baronet is just as good at looking after me as you are.’




  ‘I’ll come by on Monday,’ he answered.




  ‘Yes, yes, do, dear Mr Webb. Do come by on Monday,’ said Treble, and Idie was mortified by Treble’s simpering and by the straining apricot frock that was probably inappropriate

  on a governess. Numbers and Gladstone conversed quietly, then Gladstone mounted and Numbers waved them off.




  They passed a ladies’ lyceum, some quaint Regency-style houses, a statue of Lord Nelson and a cricket pitch.




  ‘Oh! It’s all just like a little England,’ murmured Treble.




  A white country track curved through stately palms with swaying feathery tops and fields of high, whispering leaves.




  Gladstone gestured. ‘Sugar cane, mistress.’




  ‘There are monkeys, aren’t there?’ asked Idie, disappointed she hadn’t yet seen one.




  ‘Plenty of monkeys,’ Sampson assured her in his slow, smiling way.




  ‘Are we nearly there?’




  ‘Soon.’




  They inched down a steep rough track into a densely wooded cleft and up past a straggling settlement of wooden houses on stilts, all in shades of sherbet and candy-floss and sweet as

  dolls’ houses. Bright-eyed children stared, the girls fingering the looped braids and ribbons of their hair. The road dropped down along a strand of dazzling white and a sky-coloured sea,

  then climbed again to lush, unfenced hills carpeted in coarse hummocky grass. Dumbed by the heat and humidity, Idie drifted into sleep.




  When she woke the sun was low and saffron and resting on the water as if she too were hot and tired and was considering taking a swim. Just then the sun did, in fact, decide to do just that, and

  with a final blaze of scarlet and amber, sank into the silver sea.




  ‘Mistress.’ Gladstone turned and in his face was pooled all the gold of the sinking sun and he smiled a slow smile that made Idie think of surf breaking over a silent beach.

  ‘You are home.’




  





  PART II




  May 1912
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  The ponies pulled up before a pair of white stone pillars all tufted with ferns. In the half shadow beyond the iron curlicues of the gate, the sweep of a long drive glowed

  whitely. The only house Idie had ever known or wanted was Pomeroy and she eyed those white stone pillars a little warily.




  No place for a young girl . . . so large and remote . . . haunted . . . well, it would be, after what happened there.




  Sampson bellowed, ‘Enoch! Come, Enoch. The missus is home.’




  Enoch appeared from a stone gatehouse. On his head he wore what was no more than the relic of a hat, straws poking up at all angles from the crown like plumage. He ran towards them in a stiff,

  rolling kind of way, and Idie thought that he might be very old; as old, quite possibly, as his hat.




  ‘Mistress, Enoch Quarterly,’ said Enoch, touching a hand to the derelict hat, and Idie thought it was a mercy he didn’t lift it for it might disintegrate.




  Homer looked at Enoch with interest and announced in the lilting intonation of the place, ‘THE MISSUS IS HOME.’




  Enoch’s old face crinkled into a smile and, chuckling, he saluted the bird.




  A double avenue of palms, tall and straight as the columns of a county cathedral, stood sentinel along the drive. Idie caught her breath and looked up in wonder at their plumes and thought how

  like feather dusters they were, and how they were high enough to tickle the violet sky. Beyond on either side, low, spreading sorts of trees dotted the ground, giving the impression of English

  parkland.




  Baronet whinnied for joy at the grass, but Idie looked doubtfully at the coarse, spiky tufts that served in these parts instead of lawn and thought of the rich clover of Devon, but she put a

  brave face on for the sake of Baronet and said, ‘See, Baronet, there’s grass. We didn’t know if there’d be grass, did we?’




  The drive wound on and on. At Pomeroy, the drive, while impressive, had not been so long, nor had the trees reached up so far, nor had they had so many sorts of green in them.




  The night was racing in – not down from the sky as sensible English nights do but rushing up from the ground.




  No place for a young girl.




  The whispers she’d heard on the ship batted about in her head, flapping their large wings like crows trapped in there. Disquieted and anxious, she said, ‘It’s a very long

  drive.’




  All around from every leaf and blade of grass rose a swelling, humming chorus of tiny numberless night things.




  ‘Tree frogs, mistress,’ said Sampson, smiling.




  ‘Do the frogs here live in trees?’ asked Idie.




  ‘Yes, an’ they tiny as my tiniest toe an’ they sing crac-crac-crac, high in the fustic trees.’ Sampson turned, smiling, to her, and Idie wondered if he’d

  stopped smiling at all ever since Georgetown.




  Stars appeared, star after star, second by second, as if to flood the sky. Idie’s wonder at the strange, warm night unfurled. She stretched out a hand. She could reach up and touch the

  stars – they were so low that they might’ve come close to earth only for her. A tiny red pinprick of light appeared at the tip of her finger and Idie started and recoiled; then they

  were all around, about her head and in between the trees, and flashing in and out of the very air, a million million lights, sudden and darting and angular.




  ‘Fireflies, mistress.’ Sampson’s smile grew wider.




  Night birds flashed between the trees and it was as though everything had been asleep and Idie’s small hand had touched it all to life. She peered about in amazement, breath held.




  Still the white drive wound on between the tall palms. The moon appeared and tipped a white radiance over the garden. The tree frogs, as if at a command, fell quiet, and the sudden silence

  clutched at Idie’s throat. There were rustles and fleeting shadows and all the beauty of the place was suddenly grown uncanny, every dark space vibrating with tremulous shadows.




  Strange things happened there.




  Leaves flashed in the moonlight and there was malice and mockery in their rustling. The ferns grew grotesque and strange; there was a soft, sinister laughter in the rustle of the leaves that

  curdled Idie’s blood.




  No place for a young girl.




  Her heart pounded. She shook Treble’s arm to wake her, but her governess merely grunted and turned her head aside.




  The chorus of tiny chirping things started up once more and Idie peered ahead and tried to still the heaving of her heart.
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  A white, two-storey house lay before them. Low handsome trees stood around, waxy blooms strung about their dark leaves like flocks of moons. Pink and orange flowers lay

  carelessly about the bushes. The air was soft and still as if once a spell was cast over the house that had forever enchanted it and left it there in shimmering dream-like beauty. A veranda ran the

  length of it, a mass of feathery vines trailing along its roof. Candles flickered on the curved stone steps. The shingles of the roof were silvered by moonlight and the white house seemed, as

  Nelson had said, to be smiling and to be waiting there specially for Idie.




  Male staff, perhaps forty or more, lined the circular stone forecourt. Either side of the steps to the porch stood the house staff in white frilled bonnets and pinnies. So many of them,

  thought Idie. She stroked Homer’s nape, grateful for the fact of a magnificent parakeet on her arm so as to keep her end up, being only small and only twelve and the mistress of so large a

  payroll.




  Treble blinked and looked about, her bonnet askew, lank ringlets clinging damply to her cheeks, and Idie felt a little ashamed. She saw the proud carriage of Baronet’s head and thought how

  good it was to have a fine English thoroughbred and a parakeet at your side if you were a lady of property coming to your house for the first time.




  This will be my home, these the people I live among and I their mistress, Idie said to herself, and then whispered to Gladstone, ‘Do they all work here?’




  ‘Yes, missus,’ he answered, smiling broadly. ‘Some work on the cane, the cacao, the coffee.’




  Idie lifted her chin and stood up straight. So they had come because they wanted to see the new mistress. Well, here she was, standing before them; a small, tired girl in a white dress, with a

  large sulphur-crested parakeet on her arm and a fine horse at her side.




  A young boy raised his cap to Idie, then stepped forward to Baronet. ‘Reuben Sealy, missus.’




  Idie drew a line in her head linking Sampson and Reuben, for their names were the same and their smiles were the same staying sorts of smiles and they were surely brothers.




  ‘Reuben works with Sampson. They do the horses and the blacksmithing,’ Gladstone said.




  ‘Do you have hay and a straw bed for Baronet?’ asked Idie doubtfully.




  ‘Big kus-kus grass bed,’ answered Reuben, beaming. ‘My bed is the same, sweet kus-kus grass.’




  The thought sailed into Idie’s head that she might sleep on a bed of sweet kus-kus grass with Baronet. She felt the watching eyes on her and drew close to Baronet, glancing as she did so

  back at the circle of faces. She clung to Baronet and whispered, ‘The tree frogs will sing to you all night long, and in the morning we’ll go swimming.’ Her voice wavered,

  ‘We’ll have fun, I promise.’




  ‘Go on, mistress,’ whispered Gladstone, urging Idie on.




  The large parakeet on her arm, her crumpled governess behind, Idie moved around the forecourt.




  ‘Stedman.’ The man lifted a hand to his head.




  ‘Bailey.’




  Idie walked on, a hesitant smile on her lips, from one to the next. The men dipped their heads briefly, then stared at her, unsmiling and unreadable.




  ‘Skeete.’




  These people had been here always. They knew things about Bathsheba she didn’t.




  ‘Curtis, mistress.’




  ‘Clement Mayley, miss.’




  ‘Clement is my grandson – he works with me in the office and in the fields,’ explained Gladstone, smiling broadly and with pride. Idie drew another line, linking Gladstone and

  Clement.




  When she reached the foot of the stairs she looked up and saw the long, drooping blooms that hung from the froth of creeper about the veranda. She saw the women, most in pink gingham and white

  pinnies. At the top, before the door, stood a woman with hair so white and skin so pale that she might have been conjured from trembling moonlight. Idie paused. She breathed a strong, swooning sort

  of scent that caught and held her there as if captive. She clutched at the stair rail for the scent made her giddy. She saw a bush of ivory flowers at the right of the stairs, their long trumpet

  throats deeply veined with purple. She turned away from them and caught sight again of the moon woman.




  ‘Who’s that?’ she whispered.




  ‘Miss Celia, mistress,’ said Gladstone, then he urged her on. ‘They’re waiting.’




  Idie took the first step.




  ‘Myrline, miss.’




  ‘Laticia, missus.’




  The women bobbed and withdrew a fraction, reticent but staring.




  Idie hung back and stood on tiptoes and whispered to Gladstone, ‘Do they want me here?’




  ‘It is your home, mistress,’ he answered simply.




  Idie glanced back to the staff lining the forecourt, all their eyes on her, and then to the top of the stairs. She took another step, and another, on upward to the top, the women that stood on

  either side greeting her.




  ‘Sharissa, missus.’




  Idie turned to the other side. A woman stood there, her face hard and riven as a dry, desert land, a towering arrangement of tangerine and violet on her head, the garment that hung over her

  gaunt frame black and sulphur and tangerine.




  ‘Phibbah Sealy,’ said Gladstone. ‘Miss Phibbah manages the kitchen.’




  Phibbah chewed on an unlit pipe and stared at Idie through eyes that were knowing but strangely young in her wrinkled face. Idie gazed at her, fascinated by her turban and by the glory of all

  the colours she chose to put about herself. Phibbah Sealy, Idie decided then, was a sort of sphinx, wise and full of secrets.




  Gladstone whispered, ‘Phibbah cannot speak. She is the grandmother of Reuben and Sampson Sealy. She’s been here fifty years or more.’ Idie drew more lines in her head.




  A girl spoke now and Idie turned.




  ‘I am Mayella Mayley. I been here six months only. I am the kitchen maid and housemaid. And –’ Mayella glanced across the stairs at Phibbah, and said in a rush as though she

  couldn’t help herself – ‘I’m supposed to help Phibbah with cooking and cleaning, but God be my witness, it’s only me as does everything.’ The words poured from

  her, an undulating sing-song murmur. There was more affection than malice in them, and Phibbah took no notice, chewing her pipe and staring into the middle distance.




  ‘Mayella is my granddaughter,’ said Gladstone, smiling. Idie drew another line in her head between Gladstone and Mayella, who was perhaps not much older than Idie herself.




  Idie stepped up on to the veranda towards the spectral moonlight woman who stood before the door. Idie stared, wondering if there were any blood in her at all, wondering too what sort of age she

  was, for she was certainly not young, but neither was she old, for her skin was smooth and unmarked as if life had somehow passed her by.




  ‘Carlisle Quarterly, missus, your butler.’ A man had spoken but Idie’d seen no man there and she jumped a little with fright. In the shadow by the door stood the man called

  Carlisle Quarterly. There was something curling, something mocking in the way he spoke that Idie didn’t like. If there was no blood in the white woman’s veins, then Carlisle had plenty

  for two. Quarterly. Idie drew another, more tentative, line between Enoch and his tufted hat and this man, and now the insides of Idie’s head were a spider’s web.




  Idie turned back. The moon woman’s mouth hung open a second or two, as if someone had once told her what to say but she’d now forgotten. Gladstone announced, ‘Miss Celia

  Rhodes.’




  ‘Idie,’ the woman said eventually, her English vowels ringing like cut glass, and Idie was surprised that so familiar a greeting should be delivered so coldly. Idie stared some more

  at her. Celia Rhodes’s eyes were strange and yellow and dull with confusion. Those eyes turned now from Idie to Carlisle.




  Idie drew close to Gladstone and stood on tiptoe and whispered in his ear, ‘Who is she?’




  Gladstone looked at Idie, and hesitated.




  ‘Who is she?’ repeated Idie and Gladstone answered carefully, ‘This is the only place she knows.’




  ‘But what does she do?’




  ‘Do? . . . She’s just here . . .’ said Gladstone.




  A few seconds passed and Celia, who was just here because it was the only place she knew, still blocked the door so Idie stood on tiptoe and hissed in Gladstone’s ear, ‘But

  who is she and why is she here?’




  Gladstone bent down and murmured, ‘Miss Celia is your aunt, Miss Grace. Did they not tell you that?’




  ‘My aunt?’ Idie was dumbfounded. She glanced sideways at Celia and mouthed, ‘Are you sure?’




  ‘I am sure.’ He smiled. ‘She is the sister of your mother.’




  ‘The sister of my mother?’ repeated Idie, barely audible. My mother’s sister. My mother had a sister and I didn’t know. She turned slowly to face

  Celia, then, still uncertain, stepped forward, extending her hands.




  ‘Aunt Celia.’




  Celia’s eyes wavered with fear. Idie looked at her, at the lifeless, mask-like skin, colourless lashes, colourless hair. In none of her dreams or imaginings had her own mother had a sister

  nor ever such a sister as this.




  ‘Aunt Celia –’ she started again, but Celia only stepped back, tremulous and shaking her head as though a ghost stood before her.




  My mother’s sister will not greet me, Idie said inwardly, wounded. She found that she was shaking, but Gladstone took her arm and led her to the door and said, ‘Open the door,

  Carlisle.’




  Carlisle shot a brief, chilly smile towards Gladstone, then turned from him and said to Idie, ‘The bird stays outside.’




  Idie looked again at Carlisle and paused, taken aback that her butler should speak to her in such a way; doubly taken aback since this came so fast on top of an introduction to an aunt

  she’d never known she had. She looked at Carlisle and took stock of him. His face was handsome, but had something hard and cruel about the mouth.




  Homer plumped his feathers and billowed in a rather magnificent sort of manner and inspected Carlisle with his customary disdain. Idie felt rather proud of him just then and she gathered her

  strength and held her shoulders back and stood up tall.




  ‘That’s for the mistress to say,’ said Gladstone gently.




  The only butler Idie’d ever known was Silent, and he’d never seemed to have any view of his own as to what would or wouldn’t happen at Pomeroy. Idie considered the lines of

  waiting staff and watching eyes behind and said to herself, I will not cross swords with him now in front of his staff because I know that is not right or fair, but the battle lines are drawn. I

  am drawing them now between myself and Carlisle Quarterly.




  She said aloud and airily so those around could hear, ‘That’s right, the veranda will suit Homer nicely. You can settle him for me, Quarterly.’ She took a step towards Carlisle

  and held out her arm. Carlisle flinched. Homer fixed his most resolute stare on the man and tilted his head and set his crest rippling. Carlisle stepped back and at that Idie smiled and said

  breezily, ‘It’s no matter, Quarterly. I see you are afraid so I will settle him myself.’




  She placed Homer on the chair nearest to Carlisle. Homer bustled and plumped himself up and Carlisle took a step towards the front door.




  Aha, fifteen-all, Carlisle Quarterly; the scores are even, thought Idie. Then she remembered all the watching eyes and began to wonder what the correct manner of entering your own home

  for the first time might be.




  The door swung open and Idie stood very still before it, her insides flapping as if she were suddenly full of moths.
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  A hall ran the full width of the house. Tall shuttered windows filtered the moonlight, laying it in slats across the polished floors. Palms and ferny things stood about in

  plaited baskets, a bowl of cut flowers rested on a bamboo side table. Light pooled from oil lanterns on to gleaming wood, and a flight of stairs curled up from either side to a balustraded

  landing.




  My house, she told herself in wonder. This is my house.




  On either side of the hall closed doors led to other rooms. Idie stepped slowly across the floor towards a carved mahogany chair. She placed her hand on the arm of it, ran it along the smooth

  wood and fingered the cane back. She turned and placed her hand on a small pedestal table, the warmth of the wood beneath her fingers solid and real. She looked up to the ceiling and to the landing

  and then down again to the room and turned slowly round and round again. She breathed deeply, smelling the house like a hound. The air was thick and still as if it had been a long time waiting. She

  cast about the room as if the house itself, the walls of it and floors of it and worn linen cushions, would tell her something, for there were no photographs, no portraits, only the handsome

  furniture and lamps and ferns in their baskets.
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