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      BOOK ONE
    

  



    
      Chapter One
    

    
      I
    

    I WAS born on 6 December 1812, the exact day, my uncle once told me, when the remnants of Napoleon’s Grand Army reached Vilna on its retreat from Moscow. I think of myself as Cornish but I was born in Devon, in the village of Clyst Honiton, off a stagecoach a few miles before we reached Exeter.

    My mother was not Cornish but, my father having just died in a duel, she was coming to spend Christmas with his relatives at Place House, St Anthony. My name is Emma Spry and I have an elder sister, Thomasine, who was aged four at the time. My mother was heavily pregnant when we took the coach from the Angel Inn in Islington, but she did not expect the pains to start until at least the middle of January. In the event what she called ‘the accursed jolting’ was too much for her, and on the second day, right at the end of the second day, she found she could go no farther.

    So we were put off near Clyst Honiton and taken in at a villainous dirty hostel called the Pig & Goat and a midwife sent for. My mother tells me it was terrible weather: rain and a gale of wind, and few folk were about, though darkness had only just closed on the wild afternoon. With Thomasine holding tight to her sweaty hand, she was led up a corkscrew staircase where the whiskery woman who kept the tavern was scraping flint on tinder to light a tallow candle. A low raftered room came into view with two trestle beds, torn hessian curtains, a pitcher and ewer on a stool, rain pattering on paper in the unlighted fire grate; a rustling in another corner where a brown rat was making his exit. There had been a remission of the pains while she disembarked, but they began again as the coach horses’ hooves clopped and slithered on the cobbles outside, partly drowned in the tantrum of the gale.

    An hour later I was born. My mother knew there was a woman in the room and assumed it to be the midwife, but no one knows whether it was the innkeeper’s wife or this watery-eyed scrofulous newcomer who was responsible for the damage done to my face as I came into the world. There is no reason to suppose that there was anything peculiar about the birth, any let or hindrance which would have compelled a human agency to attempt to assist a normal presentation. The so-called midwife left in the middle of the following day and was not seen again, so it is likely it was her fault.

    The fact remains that my looks were marred for life.

    
      II
    

    MY FATHER’S family was a landed and wealthy one. Place House – some say Place is an abbreviation of Palace – was originally a monastery, the residence of a prior and two black canons. At the Dissolution it passed after some vicissitudes into the hands of the Spry family, who had lived there ever since.

    They had a naval tradition. In the side chapel of the church adjoining the house were memorials to one Spry after another who had been ‘Admiral of the Red’ or ‘ Rear Admiral of the White’. My father had gone against tradition and became a courtier. ‘ Equerry of the Queen’, my mother said, but I have come to take some of her statements with a pinch of salt. Details of the duel in which he died were never given to his daughters, but my uncle Davey, who could be crotchety on occasion, once muttered to me that my father had been ‘killed in a drunken brawl’.

    Neither my uncle nor my aunt Anna quite approved of my mother, who was an actress. It became clear, though I do not think they ever said so openly, that they thought brother Aubrey had married beneath him in wedding someone ‘ on the stage’. Claudine Hall, to give her her maiden and stage name, was about thirty at the time of my birth, tall, sharp-nosed and elegant. She had a good presence and a good voice; but I do not quite know how we contrived to continue to live at Place House long after the first month had expired, and indeed eventually to consider it our true and only home. Possibly because it was so little inhabited. The house had a separate wing at the back which was not used, and we came to look on this as our own domain.

    Admiral Davey Spry and his wife had four children of their own: their eldest daughter, Anna Maria, who was fifteen or sixteen and was at school in London; Mary, a year or so younger, who was quiet and simple-natured and had a governess in the house; then came a son, Samuel, who was ten and was at school at Dartmouth; and the youngest boy, Desmond, who was seven and would shortly be sent away to school.

    Place House is on the Roseland Peninsula. It faces out to the tidal Percuil Creek, on the opposite side from St Mawes; so while St Mawes looks east and south, Place House looks north. It is sheltered from the winter gales, and the water that slides up the creek and laps against its lawns is usually as placid and as reflective as a lake. You could call it a big gentleman’s house, three-storeyed – the second floor being attics lit by dormer windows in the roof – with an unusual spire, or more properly a narrow pyramid above the central hall. The public rooms faced the lawns which ran down to the quay and the creek. Behind the public rooms ran a narrow passage, used by the servants, so that they could attend to the needs of the family in any room without passing through the other rooms.

    The wing we came to live in and almost count as our own ran backwards from the main hall, had four bedrooms, a parlour, a sewing room and a nursery. It had been unoccupied for some time and was in poor repair: rain dripped into the bedrooms, wallpaper peeled, carpets were threadbare, dry rot was settling in some of the floorboards.

    But this condition was pristine compared to the condition of the church to which the house was joined. There were no other big houses nearby, and the congregation, such as it was, was made up of farmers and smallholders who lived in cottages and cultivated the fertile fields of that gentle peninsula; some fisherfolk who waited for the pilchards and trawled the shallow seas for lobster and crab – and the Sprys, who had direct access to the church by opening an oak door in the north drawing room and walking right in.

    Much of the roof of the church had fallen in, the altar had been wrecked by a fallen beam during a winter gale, some of the bench ends had been looted, and when the parson came, the Reverend Arthur Miller from St Gerrans, who also had the cure of St Anthony and St Just, he read prayers and preached from the belfry, which had so far stood the assault of wind and weather and was reasonably sound.

    When I was old enough to sum up the situation I used to wonder that a family of such considerable wealth should so neglect what was virtually a part of their house. Could it be that they were all unbelievers? From their conversation this seemed very unlikely.

    In those earliest years there were few Sprys about. Even in the school holidays the children more often than not stayed at Tregolls in Truro, another big house that belonged to the family, from which base communication with their own kind was much easier than from the Roseland peninsula. This was particularly true at Christmas and Easter, when the Assembly Balls took place. My uncle Davey was the admiral in charge of Plymouth Dock, and his visits home were frequently cut short because he had bought and was rebuilding a third house in the county, just off the main coaching road between Falmouth and Truro. The reason for this did not become apparent until I was ten years of age and deemed old enough to be told.

    The one constant was Aunt Anna. She had had her children late, and was ‘delicate’. She slept in the bedroom immediately above the north drawing room and therefore one of her walls was common to the church. When she was not well she lived most of her time in this room; when she was well she spent the day in a rocking chair in the south drawing room looking out over the creek. Her great pleasure was cards. When she was alone or with her companion, Elsie Whattle, she would play solitaire, bezique or sometimes backgammon, but when she could find companions she played whist. Hers was not a social snobbery, it was a card-playing snobbery. Only those who played well were invited and only those who could afford to play for the stakes she regularly played for. So whenever she was well some eight or a dozen of her friends were entertained in turn and one came to know them all by sight or by name.

    My aunt was a stout woman with wispy hair, shortsighted friendly eyes and a perpetual sniff. There was frequently a hunt for her handkerchief, which she always sat on for luck when playing whist and thereafter lost. She was intensely superstitious in ways I was not to realize for a long time.

    My uncle was a trimly built man – as spruce as his wife was untidy. He had a bright complexion, pink at all times but flushing scarlet in his brief tempers. One sometimes thought he might have a skin less than most people. He and my aunt frequently bickered and argued, and it was always easy to tell when he was in the house. A cause of constant disagreement between them was a shiny, muscular friendly black dog called Parish, whom my aunt adored and my uncle, for some reason, hated. When he was away Parish would romp around the house like a jolly schoolboy – though never far from his mistress. When the Admiral was home he was confined to his kennel, or, in the Admiral’s eye, should have been. In fact three-quarters of the time he spent in Aunt Anna’s bedroom, and when my uncle went in Parish knew his approaching footstep and cowered under the bed.

    As a tiny child I crowed and toddled and fell down and cried and picked myself up again and played with my sister and the two bigger children and took everything for granted. I even took for granted my disfigurement, and when my mother shuddered sometimes when she picked me up I took this as a natural tremor on her part that had nothing to do with me. My sister too took my looks for granted: knowing her in later life, I cannot believe she refrained from mentioning them out of delicacy or compassion; they just did not impinge on her as worthy of comment. Perhaps my cousins – both of gentler natures – had been told not to speak of the matter. At least I do not think they ever spoke of it.

    I suppose my mother was a very handsome and attractive woman and my sister was already showing hints of the beauty she was to become. Mary and Desmond were also good-looking. No doubt I would have been more acceptable in a family where everyone was plain.

    I remember the first time I saw myself in a looking-glass and observed my face in a detached way.

    
      III
    

    THE BUTLER was called Slade. He had been a petty officer on board the last two ships the Admiral had commanded. He was a heavy man, light-footed as big men often are. His hair was jet black and tied in a pigtail. Tamsin got into great trouble when she was nine by stealing into a back scullery and surprising him dyeing it. It was a while before I noticed that he lacked the fingertips of his left hand: the half-length fingers ended in nail-less stubs.

    He came from the south-east corner of Cornwall and was very prideful about it. ‘There’s been Slades in Polperro and Looe for centuries,’ he would growl, ‘long before ever there was Sprys in Place.’

    He represented the Admiral when the Admiral was not there. When he was there he was useful after dinner in helping his master up the stairs to bed. Slade’s arms were tattooed with serpents; he had a plump dun-grey face – which hid a lot of malice – and walked with a stoop.

    
      IV
    

    UNCLE DAVEY came and went by coach and by sea, depending on his destination or where he had come from. So did most of the produce of the house. The roads were little more than cart ruts, narrow, hilly and winding. There was no town to the east of us nearer than St Austell. To reach Place House from Truro by road one had to follow the River Fal upstream and cross the ford at Tregony at low tide. King Harry Ferry was served by steep lanes usually slithering in mud. No one essayed these laborious ways when the growing port of Falmouth lay across a two-mile estuary of deep water – only unnavigable in times of storm.

    We were self-contained for most things, seldom if ever needed meat or eggs or poultry or vegetables. And boats would call twice a week with fish, cooking spices, lobsters, soap, newspapers and miscellaneous luxuries, such as chocolate and China teas. Once a month a coal barge would sidle up at high tide until it grounded, when the bags would be loaded onto wheelbarrows and carried up to the house. The coalmen would usually wait then for the next tide to take them off.

    It was on such an occasion that I had my disfigurement first pointed out to me. The quay, which was built at the lawn’s edge, had a small pebbly beach on either side of it. One day when the coal barge was unloading I walked down with Thomasine and a maid called Sally Fetch, and three ragged boys were on the right-hand beach watching and hoping for some spillage of the coal; they whistled at Tamsin, who already had a head of golden curls. Fetch took Tamsin’s hand and guided her away, but I stayed watching the unloading, finger in mouth. One of the boys shouted: ‘What’s wrong wi ’ee, maid? Been in a scuff, ’ave ’ee?’ The other urchins jeered us out of earshot, and then splashed away as fast as they could as Slade came ominously down the path.

    Next morning – or maybe it was two or three mornings later – I carried a hand looking-glass over to the window in my mother’s room. I looked at the dark-haired round-faced fat little girl I knew to be myself. My unique self. Someone belonging to me alone, from whom I could never never escape.

    I must have taken after my father, for my eyes were very dark; but the lid of the left eye was drawn down an inch or more and the eye was permanently bloodshot. Further down on the same side my cheek had a deep scar which might have come from a musket ball. And there was a stain on my neck, part hidden by the lace collar of my dress.

    That I recognized was Emma Spry, and other children would laugh and point at her. And grown-ups too. I was an outcast.

    
      V
    

    MY MOTHER was absent for quite long periods continuing her stage career. She played at the Richmond Theatre, at Drury Lane, at the Haymarket, and sometimes went on tour. Once in a while she took the lead, more often lesser parts.

    I remember a conversation when I followed her into Aunt Anna’s bedroom and heard my aunt say: ‘D’ye have to do that? It is showing your legs to the common people, and your name is in small print. Your children are growing up and you hardly see ’em.’

    ‘Thanks to you and Davey we have this lovely home,’ said my mother, ‘but I’m hard set to make ends meet. I pay Davey what little I can, but I need more just for the girls. And I shall get bonuses for extra performances.’

    ‘Well, yes,’ said Aunt Anna, sniffing and sucking her top teeth defensively, ‘ the Admiral is not without money, and I brought him a fat dowry; but he has many calls on his purse. There’s no depth to the soil around here and the farmers can hardly fetch enough out of it to pay their rents. When he retires he will certainly give up the house in Plymouth Dock. I was urging on him the other day the need for retrenchment.’

    I looked up at my mother’s face and saw a shadow pass across it.

    ‘It means a deal to me,’ she said, ‘that Thomasine and Emma have a settled home so far away from the city. That I have to thank you for, Anna. Of course there is much warmth and friendship in the world of the theatre, but also much squalor. Aubrey, as you know, died in debt. He spent the allowance Davey sent him on drink and women, and I kept the family. It is no difference with him gone; I still have to work.’

    ‘A pity you have had no time to learn whist,’ said Aunt Anna.

    ‘Do you never persuade the Admiral to take a hand?’

    ‘Oh,’ with a sniff ‘the Admiral cannot concentrate. Put him in a chair before a card table and he will grunt and wriggle his posterior as if he had the worms, and frown and grunt again and trump his partner’s ace. I do not know how he controls men when he cannot even control himself.’

    Place was never exactly quiet: with four children growing up in it and eight indoor servants supervised by the saturnine Slade, there was constant movement and activity, but when Aunt Anna was having one of her illnesses, the noise was muted. Parish, who had clearly been trained as a puppy that barking was forbidden, still snuffled and snorted as he padded up and down corridors or wriggled his way through a door that had been left ajar. Only when Uncle Davey arrived did he make himself scarce.

    Sometimes the head of the house would come in in a bad mood; he would shout at the servants, swear at Slade, quarrel with Aunt Anna, saying the house was like a jakes, the walled garden neglected, the lawns a disgrace; and everyone would tremble. But at other times, especially if he brought one of his elder children with him (particularly Anna Maria, the eldest and favourite), he would have half the house laughing. His own laughter, Aunt Anna said, would no doubt be taken as a signal for sending out the pilchard boats from St Mawes.

    ‘Beware of him,’ Aunt Anna whispered to me once, ‘he’s a great practical joker. D’ye know what happened on our honeymoon? He put honey in my evening shoes!’

    All the time we were growing up Mama would be here for a week or two, then gone off to London or Scotland or Bath. She would seldom tell me when she was going, but kiss me goodnight and the next morning be gone. As she seldom showed me much affection (she doted on Tamsin) I became accustomed to her absences and transferred most of my affection to Sally Fetch, who seemed to show less aversion than most adults for my battered face. In no time, it often seemed to me, Mama would be back again smelling of new perfumes and fresh clothes – for in spite of her protestations she earned good money and freely spent it. She usually travelled by sea, sailing in a ‘tin boat’, and left the same way. Possibly her experience of coach travel when she was carrying me had put her off land travel when another choice was available. Aunt Anna constantly warned her of the danger of French or Algerian pirates, showing an unbecoming lack of confidence in her husband’s ability to keep them out of the Channel.

    Not that this was an unwarranted apprehension. The St Anthony in Roseland promontory was specially vulnerable to a raider, as in fact was all of Falmouth. During the war, which ended while I was still a child, the defence of Pendennis Castle overlooking the great harbour had depended solely on the threat of three field cannon which dated from Blenheim; and St Mawes on the other headland had been commanded by a seventy-year-old captain of artillery, with two crippled soldiers and a range of antique musketry to support him. There had also been a battery mounted near Zone Point; but through the last years of the Napoleonic Wars the Sprys had paid for two marines to keep watch for their own defence, since Place House was the only substantial property on this promontory. In time of war a landing there would have proved a considerable embarrassment – most particularly to the Sprys themselves – and however short-lived the occupation, it was likely to have outlived the inhabitants of the house.

    Even in peace it was a succulent morsel for corsairs – a place to sack and steal from before vanishing into the night – and the end of the war proper had not pacified everyone. There were plenty of discarded, out-of-work soldiers and dispossessed sailors from a number of countries for the hazard to exist. But I do not remember the two marines, and the only guard we had when I was growing up was the lookout who manned the signal station at the head of the promontory about half a mile from the house.

    Once when I was about ten Mama came home for Christmas and stayed on well into the New Year. There was no doubt that she had for some time looked ambitiously at Cornish society, for she must have seen that it would be much more likely to be open to her than London society would ever be. A beautiful woman who knew her manners and brought with her an air of metropolitan sophistication and with Place House as a springboard, Mrs Aubrey Spry would be quickly welcome almost everywhere. But the fact that she was an actress, which had a raffish not quite respectable implication – quite different had she been just a singer – her frequent and haphazard absences, the peculiar unwelcoming circumstances of the house in which she lived, together with her own chronic shortage of money, put a brake on what she had so far been able to do.

    But now, evidently better off than usual, she began to go about. Taking the bit between her teeth, she went uninvited to Tregolls in Truro, to meet some of the rest of the Spry family. On her way home she called at the new house, Killiganoon, and discovered why Uncle Davey had bought and rebuilt it.

    She invited herself or contrived to get invited to a number of the great houses flanking the River Fal, and the new houses – not so great but large and substantial – being put up along the coast between Falmouth and the Helford River, mainly by the Foxes, a large Quaker family who had settled in the district in recent decades and were making fortunes from the shipping and ancillary trades of that prosperous town.

    Possibly too by this time she was beginning to have thoughts for the future of her daughters – or at least one of them – who were growing up and who in the course of time she would want to see launched and favourably married. So whenever she could she took us with her, and we met young Foxes, young Boscawens, young Warleggans, young Carclews. Parties were held in the vicinity of Falmouth and Truro, but for me these largely tailed off. During that winter I overheard two of the Carclew boys discussing a party they were going to hold. One said: ‘ What about the Sprys? Tammy is excellently beautiful.’ The other said: ‘ Oh yes and jolly too. But do we have to have the fat little one? She’s so exceeding disfigured and monumentally dull.’ ‘ I’ll see what my mother says. Maybe we could have one of ’em without t’other.’

    When the invitation came it was for both of us, but at the last minute I developed a severe toothache and could not go.

    A succession of ailments began to plague me when other invitations were about to be accepted. Of course Mama soon saw through the deception, but what was she to do – take a miserable daughter with tears of pain streaming down her cheeks? Perhaps, I thought, when I was thankfully alone with Sally Fetch, that Mama and Tamsin were also thankful – to be rid of me and my ugliness while they went to enjoy their party.

  



    
      Chapter Two
    

    
      I
    

    DURING MY childhood changes occurred in Place House, particularly to Aunt Anna. My early memories are of tottering naughtily into the north drawing room when three tables of whist were being played, and being hauled out by Sally Fetch as if I’d wandered into church in the middle of the service. Whist was sacrosanct; whist was played five days out of seven. Aunt Anna never went out to play: it all happened in the house. Sometimes while playing, apart from sitting on her handkerchief for luck, she would smoke a cheroot. The smell of that smoke will bring back my childhood almost more than anything else.

    One splendid Christmas Uncle Davey arrived with both Anna Maria and Samuel and we had a gay and noisy time; but it was soon after then, after they had all left, that Aunt Anna had an unusually bad turn and was confined to her bed for three weeks. Slade said she was convinced her two dead children were alive and were coming to see her next week. Whist appointments had to be cancelled. Mary, the younger daughter, who had still not gone away to school, was in constant attendance: she continued to have a governess, though now nineteen.

    From this point on it became known in the house that Aunt Anna had gone ‘a bit maggoty’ – Cook’s phrase. For two or three weeks she would be quite normal, playing whist with all the usual determination; then the fancy would take her, and she would be caught wandering about the house looking for Clive and David. Sally Fetch at length explained to me what Cook had told her: Aunt Anna had been childless for six years after they were married; then she had miscarried at five months with twin boys. Of course they had not been christened, but Aunt Anna had given them names in her own mind, and often now referred to them as if they were midshipmen at sea. It was a sign of an onset of one of her turns when she started looking for them.

    A nurse was engaged, and between the three of them, her daughter Mary, Elsie Whattle, her personal maid, and the new nurse, Mrs Avery, she was well cared for in her bad times. As the years passed her periods of full lucidity became less frequent: she sniffed more frequently, smoked more cheroots and played whist ever more eccentrically, so that her partners, who did not like to say this to her face, began to invent reasons of temporary illness not to come, just as I invented them not to go out.

    Yet there was much pleasure in growing up in such a home, especially in the summer. Apart from the property itself with its orchards, beehives and willow gardens, there were gorgeous walks all round the promontory. A beach called Cellars which was only a half mile from the house was a favourite for picnics: it was a sandy cove, at one end of which when the tide was out you could search for and sometimes find cowrie shells. Apart from two fish cellars, a large hut was the only building on it, and this was used to store or repair our boats. We sailed in the estuary and landed wherever the fancy took us. We bathed and swam in the sharp sea, laughing and squealing with delight. We walked often as far as Portscatho and down to Porth Beach, which also belonged to the Sprys. We rode ponies and got sunburnt and climbed the rocks and ran down steep slopes and grew up healthy and full of the joy of life.

    Even in the winter we were able to be much out of doors, coming home drenched in spray or rain or making the most of the fitful sunshine.

    Sometimes Uncle Davey would have a shooting party, for duck or pheasant, or he would go out on his own, when we could follow and join in the excitement. Or he and two or three of the farmers would course hares, and make bets on the outcome. Or if he was in a very good mood he would take us fishing.

    Uncle Davey, I presently learned from Fetch, had a mistress, whom he kept at the new house of Killiganoon he had bought for her. Her name was Betsy Slocombe, and she was a farmer’s daughter from Manaccan-in-Meneage. The Admiral did not care ever to upset his wife by bringing his lady to Place, nor did he want to have her among his relatives or children at his Truro house. So she lived in comfortable isolation between the two main houses, with five servants to tend her. Uncle Davey seemed to divide his time more or less equally between Plymouth and Killiganoon, with odd forays to Place to see his wife and two children, and spare weeks at Tregolls.

    
      II
    

    IF THERE was a shadow over our childhood – apart from my personal disfigurement – it was the bulky presence of Slade. Without there being very much substance to the apprehension, his mere presence cast a threat. Nobody knew quite what he did all day. Sometimes he would be absent for hours, and then he would abruptly appear, smelling of rum, having been indoors all the time. At the far end of the house under the kitchen were extensive cellars. Here the wine was kept, the coal stored, the potatoes stacked, the apples shelved. Just by the main cellar steps was the well, from which all water had to be drawn to supply the house. It had been the duty of the scullery maids, or a boots boy with the unusual name of German, to fetch up the water as it was needed, but during our time there a suction pump was fitted so that, suitably primed to begin, it would by working the pump handle in the kitchen bring water up a flight and into buckets and a sink.

    This first cellar, and the fruit and vegetable and coal cellars, were accessible to all, but beyond that was a locked door to which only Slade (and presumably Uncle Davey) had the key. Like most children, we were inquisitive and would go down there and poke about the shelves and the sacks and the discarded pieces of furniture. Fetch could not enlighten us as to what happened beyond the locked door, how many more cellars there were and what they contained. No one was allowed in. The cellars were not completely underground, and netted and barred slits at the top of the walls let in a weak light. Outside we tried to trace how far these slits could be found in the foundations of the house. The chute in the coal cellar was easy to identify; but beyond that the house ended and so must any light or ventilation.

    Tamsin and I began to make up stories about it.

    Then one ugly day in November, when the greyness of the scudding clouds outside reduced the normal twilight of the cellars to a greater dark, Slade caught us down there trying the locked door and peeping through the keyhole. In fact Tamsin had found a bit of wire and was experimenting with it to try to pick the lock.

    Because I was the smaller and because Slade knew Tamsin was her mother’s favourite, he grabbed me. I yelped, partly from the awful shock of being found out and partly from the pain in my arm, for his grip was not tender.

    ‘Caught you, eh? Prying, eh? Meddling, eh? What business ’ ave you down here? You deserve a good leathering for this!’

    ‘S-sorry,’ said Tamsin, so much the elder in manner and bearing. ‘It was a dark day. We were just looking round. We wondered what was in the next cellar.’

    Although only a servant, he was the superior servant in the household and in that slanted twilight he looked a very dangerous man.

    ‘Wine,’ he snarled. ‘That’s what. Just wine. And what business is it of yours? We don’t like Nosy Parkers round ’ ere.’

    ‘But we’ve seen in the wine cellar,’ said Tamsin. ‘There’s a door beyond.’

    ‘And if there is, what’s it to you?’

    She shrugged her slim shoulders. ‘Nothing of course. It was just that we were wondering.’

    I wriggled to get out of his grasp. ‘You’re hurting me, Slade.’

    ‘Little girls is meant to be ’urt, when they poke their noses. Yes, there’s a door beyond and a door beyond that. And it’s none of your business what goes on or don’t go on. It’s mine only, I tell you.’

    ‘Yours?’ said Tamsin haughtily. ‘Why yours? It all belongs to Uncle Davey. And I’m his niece. It is not for you to own parts of the house.’

    His manner changed. He said: ‘Look, little Missy.’ (It was a form of address he knew Tamsin hated.) ‘What’s between the Admiral and his old shipmate is none of your business. See? But if you want to know I’ll tell you. I’ll tell you both. Then it’ll be a secret between the three of us, won’t it now.’

    He smiled, but in the half dark with his pigtail, his bootblack hair, his thick lips, his bluely shaven chin, he looked no less sinister. I freed myself from his grasp and made a move to escape, but he said:

    ‘Wait! You wanted to know, so I’ll tell ye. When I came here first I ’ ad two pretty little daughters. They lived ’ere but they was noisy, bad behaved – a bit like you two – they used to upset the Admiral. In the end he said to me, “I can’t keep ’em, Mr Slade. They’re too much trouble. I’m afraid they must go, Mr Slade, my old shipmate. If you don’t get rid of ’em you’ll have to go yourself.” So I says to myself: Their mother, God rest ’er, has long since gone to be one of the blest above, and I’m sure they’ll be pleased to join ’er … So one day I shut ’em up in this cellar, the one just beyond the wine cellar, and there they still are.’

    He smiled at us again, showing a few yellow teeth.

    ‘There they still are. They’ve gone rot long since, of course. Their clothes’ve fallen off and their flesh’s fallen off, but the skeletons are there. One day I’ll show you. Sometimes too, when the wind’s in the right quarter, you can still hear ’em calling and knocking.’

    Tamsin, of course, told my mother, who was very upset, and when Uncle Davey called in the following week she complained angrily at Slade’s behaviour. To her great annoyance he roared with laughter. It was the sort of laugh Aunt Anna said would be heard in St Mawes. The episode appealed precisely to the Admiral’s perverse sense of humour. If not exactly a practical joke of his own devising it was the next best thing, and Slade did not receive the mildest reprimand. Nevertheless Tamsin and I half believed his story, and several times on windy nights we thought we heard the knocking.

    As we grew older we were ashamed of having taken Slade seriously, but even so there was never much accord between us and him. And even though we eventually saw it as just a nasty joke, there was enough of the sinister about him to make us feel he wished it had been the truth. He never put his hands on me again, but I never went near him if I could avoid it. And sometimes he would squint at me as if relishing my disfigurement.

    
      III
    

    OF COURSE I was bitter about my appearance. My face might make people wince, but it did not absolve me from the normal feelings of adolescence. I wanted to be pretty – like Tamsin. I wanted to enjoy high spirits – like Tamsin. I wanted young men to look at me as they were now looking at her. That I was fat as well as ugly added gall to the wound. I had a quick enough brain – Fetch said I was too sharp – but in social conversation, because of a feeling of inferiority, my tongue suffered paralysis and I could only mutter monosyllables in reply.

    My mother had a good singing voice, which was of great value in her work. Tamsin had no voice but I was coming to possess one just like my mother’s, only lighter. I would practise it sometimes in one of the empty bedrooms of our back wing where I knew, or thought I knew, no one would hear.

    I would have given much to have some instrument to strum on – such as the harp that stood in the library – but by the time I was old enough to ask to use it, Aunt Anna was prescribed absolute quiet, and the house went on tiptoe.

    When we first came to Place I do not think my mother was invited, or even allowed, to take any part in the management of the property. Slade was in charge and Aunt Anna was around most of the time. Now, with Slade often mildly drunk and Aunt Anna searching for her lost sons, my mother gradually took over the reins. Uncle Davey’s aversion for her had quite vanished, and on his monthly visits he would go over the accounts with his sister-in-law and arrange for money to be put in her name for the payment of the servants and the maintenance of the property.

    It was when I was about twelve that Aunt Anna twice escaped onto the front lawns in her nightshift, and was only just caught as she was about to plunge into the estuary. The Admiral was summoned from Plymouth, there was a council of war, and a week later Aunt Anna disappeared in a black cab driven by two roan horses. She was going to a home where irrational behaviour was suitably catered for.

    I cried, for I had grown fond of the eccentric old lady; she had never shown me anything but kindness, and Fetch said we would never see her again. Everyone in the house was surprised – except perhaps Uncle Davey – when a month later the same black cab drawn by the same two horses appeared in the June evening sunshine and Aunt Anna stepped out, sniffing and smiling and ready to play whist again. She had been put in her place, reality had been firmly distinguished in her mind from fantasy, and for the moment the firm, indeed rough, treatment had done its work. Parish rolled and grovelled and salivated in ecstasy.

    
      IV
    

    I REMEMBER very well the day I saw Abraham Fox. It was another June. I had been fifteen in the December.

    I wish I could honestly say that I appreciated my luck in having been allowed to grow up in such a beautiful part of the world. Alas, fifteen is not an age when one counts one’s blessings, handicaps notwithstanding. I see it in my mind’s eye now: but that is looking back.

    The tide was full in, a westerly breeze strongly blowing. Small clouds, like puffs of white vapour, drifted before the sun. The river was mottled with white froth where the wind could get at it. From all over the great amphitheatre of Carrick Roads gentle fields, sectionally green and green-grey and green-brown and dotted with darker trees, ran down to the dancing water. Ships’ sails, white and multicoloured, moved against the theatrical backdrop of Falmouth town’s grey climbing streets and crowded jetties. Nearer by and sheltered from the breeze St Mawes warmed itself in the intermittent sun.

    It was mid-afternoon, and I was on the lawn pretending to admire the shrubbery but really looking for a ball I had lost the day before, when a small boat with a single sail and a single occupant luffed its way gently towards the quay, the sail rattled down and a man looped a rope over a bollard and jumped ashore.

    I had never, I thought, seen anyone so beautiful. Later I was to realize he was not beautiful at all but had the sort of brilliant masculine looks that outdo the Shelleys of this world. Although I didn’t then know his name, he at once reminded me of a fox. People have written of foxy good looks, but that was not it at all. It was his expression: deep-set glinting dark eyes, immensely alert, predatory, laughter always in them, but laughter with a purpose, expressing not humour but appreciation of life and of his own sense of vigorous intention.

    ‘Day to you, lady,’ he said. ‘ Permit me to come ashore?’

    He had already done this, and it was not likely I should object. Anyway his brilliant white smile in a dark face froze my tongue. Dark, he was very dark; could have been a Latin yet clearly was not. Probably deeply Cornish. Wore his hair longish, inclined to fall over his forehead and to be impatiently brushed back. White frilled shirt open at neck, tight drill trousers, sandals over bare feet. He was looking at me.

    ‘Wind’s freshening from nor-west. I’ll have to take care I’m not embayed.’ He looked around. ‘Agreeable house. Are you a Spry?’

    I couldn’t answer.

    He said: ‘You Miss Tamsin’s sister?’

    I couldn’t answer.

    He laughed. ‘My name’s Abraham Fox. Bram is what people call me. Bram for short. What’s your name?’

    There was no one else in sight. Not even a servant.

    ‘Are you Miss Tamsin’s sister?’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘Guessed as much. She told me she had one.’

    (What else had she said?)

    ‘Didn’t she say your name was Eunice?’

    ‘Emma—’

    ‘Ah, yes. Well, Emma, I’ll not eat you. Nice as you are to look at. It is such a gallant day I thought I’d call. Know you if Miss Tamsin is in?’

    ‘I’m …’ I said. ‘I’m not sure.’ Suddenly I saw a friendly familiar figure in the distance. ‘Fetch will know. Fetch!’

    I stared across at two barges dredging for sand in St Mawes harbour. In fact I knew where everyone was. Uncle Davey was in Plymouth. Aunt Anna was in bed. My mother was learning a new part. Thomasine was stitching a dress. Mary was with Aunt Anna, Desmond was riding with his tutor. (I should have been reading French.)

    Sally came up, and I asked her to acquaint my mother and sister that they had a visitor.

    As she walked away, he said: ‘Fetch … Do you have another maid called Carry?’

    His laughter was so infectious that I almost joined in. But his laughter went on too long.

    ‘People make fun of my name too,’ he said. ‘Did you ever play “Is Mr Fox at home?”’

    ‘No.’

    ‘One day I’ll show you, Miss Emmie. A pretty little game. “Where a Fox preaches, take care of the geese.” However, I’m sure you’re no goose, Emmie.’

    ‘Emma!’

    ‘Ask pardon. I’m sure my foolish jokes annoy you. Can see it by the rise and fall of your blouse. How long have you lived here?’

    ‘All my life.’

    ‘That’s not so very long, is it. Seventeen years?’

    ‘A little less.’ I knew he was trying to flatter me.

    ‘Indeed. Your other sister has recently married?’

    ‘My cousin.’

    ‘Who?’

    ‘You must mean my cousin Anna Maria.’

    ‘Ah. Well yes. I expect I do. She has married well, hasn’t she? A Carlyon of Tregrehan.’

    ‘He has married well too!’

    ‘No doubt, no doubt.’ He considered me. ‘The Admiral is well found. He seems to have houses everywhere … Ah, here comes Fetch and Carry. She looks not neither to the right nor to the left but proceeds apace towards us.’

    Sally Fetch came up. ‘Beg pardon, sur, but Miss Spry is from home. Mistress regrets that you will not be able to see her today.’

    ‘Mistress being?’

    ‘Please?’

    ‘That is my mother,’ I said.

    ‘Ah … Mistress Spry is at home. Fetch.’

    ‘Sur?’

    ‘Pray go in again and ask if Mr Fox may have the honour and pleasure of calling on Mistress Claudine Spry.’

    
      V
    

    ‘HOW DARE you not tell me he had called!’ Tamsin hissed at me.

    Tamsin was such a charming mild-mannered girl until something crossed her.

    ‘Mama said you were out. I thought you might have gone out.’

    ‘I was in my room! As you must have known! All the time I was in my room stitching my ball gown!’

    ‘But I don’t think Mama wished you to see him.’

    ‘Of course she did not! Else she would have received him herself. That was outrageous, to refuse him admittance!’

    ‘I do not know what the etiquette is when someone arrives by sea. I suppose one cannot apply the normal rules.’

    ‘And how dare you,’ she said, beside herself with anger and frustration, ‘how dare you go out and sail with him!’

    ‘He asked me! We just went out as far as Anthony’s Head.’

    ‘I should think Mama was furious with you!’

    ‘She said some unkind things.’

    ‘I expect it has all gone to your head,’ Tamsin said. ‘I expect he was trying to revenge himself on the family. Which side of your face did you turn to him?’

    It had been an exciting sail. By now, of course, I could handle a boat as well as most but I was surprised and nervously startled when he said to me, ‘ Care to take the tiller?’

    ‘Oh but …’

    ‘No but …’

    As we changed places perilously in the rocking cutter he grasped my arm above the elbow and laughed, black hair blowing across his face.

    ‘See how speedy you can drive us on the rocks.’

    I was not dressed for boating, and my striped skirt and yellow blouse billowed as much as the canvas as I shortened sail, came briefly up into the wind and then heeled over, making again for the mouth of the creek.

    ‘Heigh-ho,’ he shouted. ‘Could tell you was a seaman’s daughter.’

    ‘I’m not!’

    ‘Then what are you?’ When I didn’t reply: ‘Every Spry is a bit of a sea-dog, ain’t he? Admirals, captains, commodores. Maybe there’s a cabinboy among ’em, but if so he’s the skeleton in the scuppers. Come a point south, would you, my dear, I see breakers ahead.’

    So the sea danced and we dipped and eddied with it, the sun lifted its veil and beat hot upon us; the green headland with its black feet lurched past and in a few moments we were back in the calmer waters of the creek.

    ‘Is it true that your mother is an actress?’

    He asked more about my family and gradually my tongue freed itself. Even so, as the sun waxed and waned between the clouds, I was both hotter and colder than the day because of the friendly, hungry way he looked at me.

    ‘To tell the truth, Miss Emma, I’ve met Thomasine twice and we rather experienced a taking for each other. Nothing serious, mind, but I’d like to see her again. Am I to assume from the rebuff I received today that she is bespoke?’

    ‘Bespoke? Not if by bespoke you mean affianced.’

    ‘That I do mean. So …’ He watched me quizzically as, unhelped by him, I lowered the sail. ‘In what way am I to be considered ineligible – at least as a friend?’

    ‘That I cannot tell you.’

    ‘Is Tamsin to be an actress? Does your mother want you both to follow her on the stage?’

    ‘I don’t know … Well, I could not. Not unless it was to join a circus.’

    He threw a rope to loop over one of the bollards and drew the cutter into the side of the quay. He jumped ashore and offered me a hand – which I forbore to take.

    ‘Must go before the tide turns,’ he said. ‘This cutter comes from Feock, and I am not sure if the owner knows I’ve borrowed it.’

    ‘D’you mean – you just took it?’

    He laughed at my expression. ‘Take – borrow – it is not stealing.’ His eyes narrowed in the sun, gleaming. ‘Fearsome is as fearsome does, eh? You think I might want to borrow you or your sister? Not a disagreeable thought. But it would be for more than one tide. Tell me …’

    ‘What?’

    ‘Was it an accident?’

    I glared daggers at him. ‘ Of a sort. On the part of the midwife.’

    ‘Has a doctor seen it?’

    ‘Many.’ Which wasn’t true.

    ‘Should think something could be done. Surgeons are clever johnnies with their scissors these days.’

    ‘Thank you. Good day, Mr Fox, and thank you for the sail.’

    ‘Would you,’ he said, ‘ as a token of your deep gratitude, give a message from me to your sister Tamsin?’

    ‘I think my mother would object.’

    ‘Tell Tamsin … Tell her next Thursday at three in front of the new Market House.’

    I did not speak.

    ‘Emmie,’ he said, touching my hand.

    ‘Don’t call me that!’

    ‘Emma, then. Nice Emma? Kind Emma? Pretty Emma?’

    ‘You know those are outrageous lies!’

    He said obscurely: ‘ Many a dangerous temptation comes to us in gay fine colours that are but skin deep.’

    He left then with a wicked grin. I watched him sail across the estuary. He turned once to wave, but I did not wave back.

    
      VI
    

    THE FOLLOWING day Uncle Davey arrived, bringing with him Anna Maria, who had last year been married in great style and this year had a baby son, born in London. With her came her husband, Major Edward Carlyon, a whiskery, medium-sized young man who liked to wear his regimentals even when off duty. At supper Aunt Anna was in bed, but the other adults, four of them, were spaced down the long dining table. Tamsin and Mary and Desmond and I ate separately.

    I have described the main house with its long dark passage running along behind the big reception rooms, so that servants could enter each room by a side door leading from this passage and not disturb the gentry in the other rooms. Sometimes the servants’ doors were left slightly ajar, and when proceeding along this passage it was possible to overhear conversations that were not meant for one’s ears. I have to confess I had done this once or twice in the past, and tonight, after a sparse supper, I stepped out and along this passage to the servants’ door of the dining room, and as expected the last maid had not caught the latch.

    Supper was almost over there too, and I had just missed bumping into Slade on his way to the kitchen.

    Conversation about Aunt Anna. The Admiral indignantly brushed aside a suggestion from Edward Carlyon that there might be similarities between his wife’s condition and that of the late George the Third.

    The new baby had been left in care of a nurse at Tregrehan, but Anna Maria, fondly exchanging glances with her husband, was already fuller in the face, generally fuller of body than the slip of a girl whose first heliograph stood framed on a sideboard. My mother on the contrary had lost weight, and one of the rare signs of middle age was a sort of freckling under the eyes, and a hint of gauntness about her shoulders. But she was still a very handsome woman.

    I turned away for a moment, thinking I heard a footstep in the passage, and by the time I was reassured the conversation had turned to a subject more pertinent to me. I heard the name Abraham Fox.

    ‘Who?’ asked Uncle Davey rather irritably, for he was slightly deaf. ‘ Eh? Eh? Oh, him. I do not think I should touch him with a bargepole.’

    ‘It is not I who is thinking of touching him,’ my mother said tartly. ‘Or he me, I assure you. But he was at the Polwheles’ last Monday and he was making the greatest fuss of Thomasine. And his name counts for something.’

    ‘Aye, name is fair enough – if you wish to be linked with God-fearing Quakers. But I do not think he is of that family. Comes he not from St Austell? What’s his father’s name? Eh? Paul? Robert? You should know, Edward, he’s in your parish.’

    ‘Yes,’ said the Major. ‘I’ve met him. Can’t say that I know the man. All I can say is I’d be astonished if you found anything God-fearing about Bram Fox. Nor quaking, so far as I know. Father’s in china clay, but no position. I’m told Bram is the only son among a quiver of girls, but came in for money from an uncle. Spent it fast cutting a dash in the county. Suspect the Foxes of Falmouth look on him as a black sheep and want no truck with him.’

    ‘He called here yesterday,’ my mother said.

    ‘Did he, now! And did you receive him?’

    ‘I did not.’

    ‘Good. What was his excuse for calling?’

    ‘We had met at the Polwheles’, as I have said. If his reputation is so dubious I am surprised they entertained him.’

    Anna Maria smiled. ‘Oh, he is popular, I believe. Fine company. It isn’t always worthy men who create most laughter at a party. But girls can usually discriminate.’

    My mother finished her tea and took a last sip of wine. She said to Anna Maria: ‘ I have had an offer from Mr Keating. It is quite a time since he wrote. He is offering me a short tour of Bath and Bristol and Cheltenham. Mainly classical roles. It is a good offer from him, and if I refuse it I suspect it will be the last.’

    Mother had been home since Christmas.

    ‘Then I think you should take it.’

    ‘Caring for the house with your mother in bed so much – and so eccentric – is difficult. I would like to accept but I also have my anxieties about Thomasine. She is now, as you observe, very beautiful and much sought after … But in spite of her many qualities she can be obstinate, and like many an impressionable girl before her she is susceptible to young men with good manners and good looks. Of course I talk to her at length on the wisdom, indeed the necessity, of making a suitable attachment, but I should not sleep easy of nights if I were away and she were at home and unguarded.’

    ‘Oh, come,’ said the Admiral, ‘it is hardly as bad as that, surely, eh? We now have Mrs Avery to keep an eye on things. With Desmond shortly going abroad and Mary grown up, she has little to do, eh? And Tamsin has a sister … I know Emma is young but she has a strong will. There will be many people to look after your Tamsin.’

    ‘Mrs Avery would not have the character,’ said my mother. ‘Nor would my daughter accept her authority. As for Emma …’ She snorted. ‘She could be given no authority over an elder sister. Besides, how could she be expected to be a judge of a man when she would be subjected to the same impulses and influences as all young women of her age?’

    Presently Anna Maria said: ‘ Unhappily I cannot see a likelihood of marriage for Emma. Few young men would not be put off.’

    ‘Her only prospect would be if she were an heiress, and since she is not …’

    There was the clink of a decanter. The Admiral said: ‘If it is Bram Fox you are principally apprehensive of, I think you should not be too uneasy of him.’

    ‘Why not?’

    ‘Because Tamsin has no money, has she? Eh? Eh?’

    ‘You know she has not.’

    ‘Well, where marriage is concerned, I suspect that Bram will be looking for money as well as for a pretty face.’

    ‘I don’t think it is simply an unsuitable husband you have to fear in the case of Bram Fox,’ said Carlyon with a laugh. He stroked his moustache. ‘However, no doubt the Admiral can take precautions that will keep him away.’

    Something pushed past my legs.

    ‘God damn the dog!’ shouted the Admiral. ‘How did he get in!’ His cry of ‘Out, you brute!’ was met by the familiar snuffle, and I shrank back into the darkness of the corridor.

  



    
      Chapter Three
    

    
      I
    

    I COULD not get him out of my mind for weeks. There was something dominantly, frighteningly male about him such as I had never encountered before. I could describe it in coarser terms but will not. Suffice that he walked behind me in the garden, sat in a corner of my room and listened to me sing, occupied a part of my bed at night. Everything I said I said as if he were listening. I was on a stage performing before an audience of one. No one took much notice of any change in me except Sally Fetch, and she seemed chiefly concerned because I had gone off my food.

    I suppose it was not only because he was so dynamic that I took it so much to heart; it was also because it was the first time ever that I had been treated as if I were a normal girl. Of course he had referred to my disfigurement, tactlessly perhaps but quite casually as if it didn’t make all that much difference. I was a fat ugly girl with a drawn-down eye and a scar, but he looked at me as I had never been looked at before.
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