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Prologue

GIVEN THAT THE NAME Horatio Nelson resonates down the ages, it is hard to imagine that same person as a small thirteen-year-old boy, the son of an impecunious parson, leaving his Norfolk home to join a Navy in which he would be required to daily risk life and limb. Equally difficult is the notion that a small grubby lass called Emma Lyons, who had hawked lumps of sea coal by the side of a country road, could at the opening of this book, be sitting as a model for one of the most famous painters of the age.


The first book of the trilogy On a Making Tide covered the time from Nelson joining the Navy and ended with his service in the War of American Independence, fourteen years in which he rose from midshipman to the rank of Post Captain. At that time his unique qualities were known only to a very few people—those who had served with him in the land campaign against the Spanish in Central America, and the officers and men of the various ships which he commanded. That he had unique gifts was not in doubt—many who served with him spoke of his common touch, the ability to connect with men of any rank from lower deck to officer’s wardroom.


Having learnt his trade as a sailor aboard a merchant vessel, Nelson never lost sight of the life led by those he commanded. And, unusually for his time, he was also an avid student of his profession, taking as much interest in gunnery, carpentry, sail making, and pursery as he did in the skills necessary to sail and fight a ship of war. He fought on land with the same tenacity he employed at sea, nearly forfeiting his life to gain victory. And his enemies in the American War would attest to his honourable behaviour.


Nelson could, and did, converse with everyone without a hint of condescension. It was not forced—it was natural, as was his concern for the welfare of his crew. This made him popular amongst the lower decks, though he was less appreciated by those who shared his rank; some of his fellow captains thought him odd—other reckoned him dangerous, few rated him as an equal, let alone a superior intelligence.


The same book told the story of Emma Lyons, who grew up to be a famous beauty, though not without the vicissitudes brought on by her own wayward personality. Bonded as a housemaid first in Cheshire and then in London, Emma failed to adhere to the rules her station demanded—to be quiet, servile, and well behaved. Instead, she rebelled, and followed in her mother’s footsteps to end up as a hostess at the well-known establishment of a lady called Mrs Kelly. That she sold sexual favours in return for comfort is without doubt, but Emma would always deny in later life that she had been a whore, for in her mind and that of the age there was a distinction between those girls who worked the streets and bawdy houses, and the more favoured and refined ladies who staffed “respectable” places of entertainment.


Taken as a mistress by a famous rake, Emma fooled herself into believing that their relationship was more than that of kept woman and master. The disillusionment brought about by the reality of her situation, the abandonment of both her and the child she was carrying, was tempered by a new association with the Honourable Charles Greville, who undertook to provide for the child and set her up in small but comfortable London house, with Emma’s mother as housekeeper and chaperone. But by now Emma was a beauty, much sought after by men of parts, including the Prince Regent. Greville’s parsimony and jealousy, in contrast to Emma’s openness and gaiety, led to many a spat, but the relationship survived, mainly due to what Greville called Emma’s sweet nature.


These two people, who formed one of the great romantic attachments of history had yet to meet. Emma’s life was to change dramatically, and put her in a place where that first acquaintance would occur. When she met Nelson he was but one captain amongst many in King George’s Navy, but that was about to change.


Tested by Fate tells the story of how Horatio Nelson, the small boy from Norfolk became the nation’s hero, and of the attachment he formed for that coal-vending urchin girl, who was, by the time they met, Lady Emma Hamilton.








BOOK 1
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Chapter One

1784

“LOOK LIVELY, LADS,” said Giddings, at the sight of the hatless midshipman who was desperate to reach the quayside before Captain Nelson’s carriage appeared.

All but two of the barge crew slipped down the slimy wooden stairway, taking their allotted places in the boat, clasping and raising their oars till they stood, regulation fashion, pointing towards the grey sky. The rattle of iron-hooped wheels set up a steady tattoo as the coach bounced on to the cobbled hard of Sheerness dockyard. Midshipman George Andrews skidded to a halt and jammed his hat back on his head. He had just enough time to raise it again as the door opened. His hair was whipped to one side by the steady wind, which also carried his high-pitched voice to the waiting sailors’ ears.

“Mr Andrews, sir, at your service.”

Nelson returned the salute with a smile that carried more than his normal ration of paternalistic good humour. He had met the Andrews family in St Omer, in what now seemed like a futile attempt to better his French. The clerical father had been happy to entertain a naval officer bent on improving himself. Once he met the parson’s daughters his studies had lost their lustre. Kate Andrews, at eighteen the elder of the pair, had occupied his waking thoughts, filling his mind with imaginings of the blessings of matrimony, even if, as an officer on half pay, he couldn’t afford it.

Letters to relatives had not produced the desired financial assistance, probably due to Nelson’s inability to guarantee that the object of his affections held him in the same regard. It was the kind of bind from which it seemed impossible to escape: he couldn’t propose marriage because he lacked the means, but couldn’t acquire the means without some indication of commitment from the object of his affections.

That short exchange with young George brought the memories flooding back: sweet Kate, who sang like an angel and played the piano with grace; the secret glances they had exchanged to fool those present. Jealousy surfaced in Nelson when any other seemed to occupy Kate’s attentions and he recalled the way her lips pursed with annoyance at the sharper tone his voice took on in such circumstances. It was love of the truest and purest kind, painful in an almost physical way.

And here before him stood Kate’s sibling brother, who had been at school in England while the rest of his family had been in France. He had the same corn-coloured hair, blue eyes, and fair complexion, features that produced a physical reaction that ran through his entire frame. Nelson had a ship on foreign service, with every hope that his fortune might improve; at the end of this commission he might well find himself in a position to call on Kate with the means to make a proposal. Having returned the salute, he stuck out his hand. “Why, Mr Andrews. I am happy to make your acquaintance. Might I be permitted to enquire after your family?”

“My father asked particularly to be remembered to you, sir. Both he and I are conscious of the honour you do us by taking me on board.”

“How could I refuse?” he replied. “Was it not Kate who requested it?”

The boy’s eyes opened wide in surprise. “Why, no, sir. If anything she’s dead set against it.”

That made his new commander frown; it indicated that his pursuit of Kate Andrews was stalled. “Did she say why?”

“My sister thinks me too young, sir.”

“Did your father not inform you that is exactly the same age at which I came to sea?”

“Why, sir, that is amazing.”

The wonder on George Andrews’s face, the startled look in his cornflower-blue eyes, restored Nelson’s dented spirits. He, too, could recall the impossibility of the thought that his seniors had once been just like him: young, gauche, and inexperienced. He looked up to see Giddings approaching, reminding him that the midshipman, in his enthusiasm, had forgotten to attend to his duties. And Frank Lepée, never one to shirk in articulating his displeasure, was frowning, though whether at the boy for his failure or the master for his indulgence was impossible to say. Giddings saw the look, observed that the servant was about to speak out, and solved the problem by acting as though the order had just been given.

“Aye, aye, sir,” he barked, turning back towards the hands who had yet to take their place in the barge. “Sharp now, an’ see to the Captain’s dunnage.”

Andrews’s whole frame shook, in a manner that reminded Nelson of the charlatan Graham’s electric therapy. He sought words to cover his lapse.

“Holy Christ in heaven,” growled Lepée, which earned him a stern look of reproach from his captain.

“You must ask me to step into the barge, young man,” Nelson whispered. “That is, once the sea chests are loaded.”

“Aye, aye, sir.” The boy gulped.

His voice was restored by the time they came alongside. The way he yelled “Boreas,” to inform the crew that their captain was coming aboard, would have been heard halfway across the Medway. It was also quite unnecessary, since the first lieutenant had given the lookout orders to keep his telescope trained on the shore.

The barge crew hooked on to the chains and Nelson leapt for the rope ladder that rose towards the gangway. As his head appeared above the level of the deck, the pipes blew and the marines crashed their boots on to the planking, producing a resounding salute. Ralph Millar was the premier. A florid-faced American Loyalist, he had served as a midshipman aboard Sir Richard Parker’s flagship, HMS Bristol, when Nelson was first made Post Captain and had never ceased to correspond with a man he openly admired. The last time he had seen Nelson was as an invalid being shipped home after the San Juan river fiasco. Millar stepped forward as Nelson’s foot made contact with the deck, hat raised, his round face showing with subdued pleasure. “Welcome aboard, sir. It does my heart good to see you fit and well.”

Nelson raised his own hat in return, both to his first lieutenant and, facing the quarterdeck, to his new command. “Assemble the men aft, Mr Millar, so that I may read myself in.”

As he glanced up from a document he knew by heart the eager faces cheered him mightily. Giddings had volunteered; Thorpe was there, as well as Nichols, and Bromwich, standing head and shoulders above the rest—still not promoted, despite Nelson’s best efforts—had agreed to serve him as a master’s mate. There were numerous others, who had formerly served on Albemarle and had now volunteered for his new 36-gun frigate and a return to the Caribbean. Nothing made coming back aboard a ship as pleasant as this.

Nelson glared at the stack of papers on his dining table. It served as a desk as well, a piece of fine mahogany on bare planking in a wooden-walled space painted pale green. There wasn’t much else: a wine cooler, the gleaming brass instruments he used for navigation, two Harrison chronometers, which would give him his latitude, and enough chairs to host a decent dinner.

“A summary, Millar, if you please.” Millar rattled off the facts, in his twangy Yankee accent, which covered myriad items: sails, spars, rope, tar, nails, turpentine, even bales of tow. “Combustibles?”

“Fully loaded, sir. Deficient only in wood and water.”

“Powder and shot?”

“Your predecessor was all husbandry in that department, sir. The hinges on the shot store hatches are rusty.”

“And likely to remain so, Millar.” The premier’s thick black eyes betrayed just a hint of what must have been deep surprise. Nelson pulled a second oilskin pouch from his pocket. “We have become a mere postal packet. If you peruse that you will see that we are to be burdened with passengers.” Millar reached forward to take it, as Nelson continued. “Twenty-five midshipmen, enough to man every vessel on the whole Leeward Island station, with a few to spare for Jamaica. Added to that we shall be carrying the wife and daughter, no less, of our future commander, Admiral Sir Richard Hughes. I doubt they’ll take kindly to their repose being shattered by daily gunfire.”

“The lady is a sailor’s wife, sir.”

“Wrong!” said Nelson, with a grin. “She’s an admiral’s wife.”

“Should I be a-continuing, your honour?” Lepée, busy unpacking, had a face to match his grumbling voice. “If we has an admiral’s wife aboard, she’ll have the use of most of the cabin.”

“As like as not I shall have to shift my cot into the privy.”

“So, no gunnery, sir?” asked Millar.

Nelson grinned even wider. “Let us see how she shapes up. Maybe she will love the smell of powder as much as we do.”

The sound of the marine sentry, coming noisily to attention, made both look to the door, which opened abruptly at Nelson’s command to reveal the swarthy, handsome face of the second lieutenant, Edward Berry.

“Pilot coming aboard, sir.”

“Good. Mr Millar, stand by to weigh at first light tomorrow morning.”


Spithead, 18th April

To Mr Stephens,

Secretary to the Admiralty,

Dear Sir,

I have the honour to acquaint you that His Majesty’s ship, under my command, arrived at this place yesterday, and enclosed is her state and condition.

Yours,

Captain H. Nelson



“And damned lucky we are, Millar,” he added, putting down his quill. He sanded, folded, and sealed his letter to the Port Admiral at Portsmouth.

“The man was clearly drunk, sir,” Millar replied. He referred to the Nore pilot who had run them fast aground in water so shallow when the tide went out that an audience had gathered to walk round the ship. He got her off at the next high water, only to be bound to the shore by a gale and a blinding snowstorm. In the Downs, still suffering from seasickness, he had got into a quarrel with a Dutch captain, who laid a complaint at the Admiralty about his behaviour. Unusually to Nelson’s way of thinking, they had backed him up.

A knock and the sudden appearance of Andrews disturbed his thoughts. “We’ve been hailed by a whole fleet of bum-boats, sir. They’re full of women and servants who claim that one is the wife to Admiral Hughes.”

“The lady is sharp, sir,” said Millar. “We’ve barely made our number.”

“Perhaps she fears I’ll sail without her,” replied Nelson.

“You are most gracious, Captain,” said Lady Hughes, for the tenth time.

“The offer of my table is trifling enough, madam,” Nelson replied. “The food, as well as the plate, is all yours.”

Aboard three days now, she had dressed for the occasion, head turbaned in silk, jewels flashing each time she moved her head and neck. From the little he knew, she had been a beauty when young, and some of that had stayed with her into middle age. But the line of her jaw had hardened, spoiling what might otherwise have been an elegant, if matronly, countenance.

“I do so think there is nothing like an occasion for making proper acquaintance. Especially, sir, with members of the gentler sex.”

The great cabin was full to overflowing. Practically every officer and midshipman aboard Boreas, including Lady Hughes’s own son, was present to consume the ample dinner. Naturally she had yielded the head of the table to the commanding officer, but she had taken station to his immediate right and showed equal care in the way she placed her daughter, Rosy. The girl, plain, plump, and pitifully shy, had been sat within full view of the Captain, her position close enough to the lieutenants to ensure that, should Lady Hughes’s premier stratagem fail, these junior officers were there to fall back on.

Almost her first words on coming aboard had been a polite enquiry after Mrs Nelson. The predatory gleam in her eye as he replied that he had no wife had troubled Nelson. Trapped at table, with George Andrews a visible reminder of his hopes, he was brusque with both. This wounded the girl and bounced harmlessly off the mother. Her “butterfly,” as she so inappropriately called Rosy, was off to the West Indies unattached. Clearly, Lady Hughes had no intention that she should return to England in that same estate.

“You’re sure the hour of dinner is not too early for you, madam?” he asked, seeking to shift the conversation towards alimentary rather than matrimonial pursuits.

For once his passenger replied precisely to the point. “A trifle. I reckon my disposition, after long abuse, will bear it. Your three of the clock dinner is a naval habit that the Admiral insists on when he’s ashore. My butterfly greets his determination to dine early with much grief, claiming it plays havoc with her digestion, which is, I may say, as delicate as her manners.”

“Then she must take care to avoid sailors, madam,” snapped Nelson. “We engage in a rough trade and perforce make poor husbands.”

It had been too good an opportunity to miss, but he had spoken with more force than necessary. Lady Hughes might be single-minded, but she was far from stupid. More than that, she was not one to suffer so without retaliating. Her glance strayed down the table to where Midshipman Andrews sat opposite her own son, Edward. She had noticed that among the ship’s youngsters the Captain had afforded this blond child extra attention.

“You do not hold with officers marrying, sir? Perhaps you find it unnatural.”

The inference was evident. He had to fight the temptation to administer a public rebuke at such a charge. Only her position as the Admiral’s wife saved her. But his reaction clearly alarmed the lady since she sat back abruptly—anyone who had seen his face at that point would have recoiled: his eyes were as hard as gemstones, the skin round his jaw was fully stretched, and his reply was delivered in a subdued hiss so at odds with his normal manner. “You will oblige me, madam, by leaving off with your matchmaking. I expect you to apply this injunction to both myself and my officers. Your position affords you many advantages, but trapping your husband’s inferiors is not one of them.”

“I dislike your tone, sir!”

Nelson deliberately looked at Andrews. “And I, Lady Hughes, dislike your insinuations. I will have you know that I have an arrangement with that young man’s sister.”

She didn’t flinch, being of the type who didn’t require her husband’s position to provide a defence. Lady Hughes was formidable in her own right, quite strong enough to examine Nelson with open curiosity, as if seeking to determine whether his words were true. He, on the other hand, could not respond in kind: he was well aware of the flaws in his forthright rejoinder and he was obliged to concentrate on his plate to hide his thoughts. He was contemplating putting the Admiral’s family ashore, with a “goddamn” to the professional consequences.

When he looked up again Lady Hughes had turned away. Her eyes were roaming the table and when she spoke Nelson knew that, despite his clear injunction against it, her attention had shifted to a new target.

“Lieutenant Millar, I’ve scarce been afforded a chance to make a proper acquaintance.” Nelson’s premier bowed his head in acknowledgement. “I am sure your duties have precluded it. You’re from the Americas, I’m informed, that melancholy country. My boy tells me you keep them to their tasks. Rest assured that my husband will be made aware of your zealous endeavour.”

“You are most gracious, milady.”

“Did you know that my husband once had this ship?”

His reply, when he took in the look on his captain’s face, was nervous: “No, madam, I did not.”

“And very fond of her we were. To me she will always be dear Boreas. Why, I felt as though I was stepping aboard a private yacht when I came on to the deck.” The hiss beside her, from the present commander, did nothing to deflect her. “Perhaps, Mr Millar, with your captain’s permission, you will escort me in a turn around the deck after dinner.”

Millar could not refuse: to a man of his rank the lady’s expressed wish was as good as a command. And his captain could not inter-cede for the sake of good manners. But it was gratifying to him, at least, to see Rosy Hughes drop her head into her napkin in a vain attempt to hide the embarrassment. At that moment Lepée, leaning close to whisper in his ear, distracted him.

“Mr Berry’s compliments, your honour. The Port Admiral has made our number and sent us a signal to weigh.”

“Mr Millar will be relieved when he hears that,” replied Nelson softly.

The forward half of Nelson’s cabin was partitioned so that he occupied his own sleeping and working quarters. The Hughes family had the day cabin as theirs, though they were obliged to shift to the coach during daylight hours. Despite his respect for Lady Hughes’s position, Nelson did not set aside the midshipmen’s lessons to accommodate her presence. A class of twenty-five, of whom all but five would shift to different ships when they raised Barbados, required space to learn their lessons. In truth, when it came to the majority their education was none of his concern, but if anything cheered him it was imparting knowledge to youngsters. To him, Edward Hughes was no different from the rest, and suffered not one jot from his mother’s poor relations with the Captain.

Nelson was also on deck at midday to oversee the noon observation, where the young men would learn to use their quadrants. They studied mathematics, trigonometry, and navigation with the master. At night they were lectured on the stars, so that they could read their way around the world by merely looking aloft. Then there were their duties as young gentlemen.

Though not commissioned, they were officers as far as the ship was concerned. Fencing lessons would be given daily. There was gunnery and sail drill; how to recognise which knot to use and when, then instructions in the actual tying. In calm weather, each mid in turn would be given command of a ship’s boat, with Giddings and an experienced master’s mate on board for company, their primary task to sail in strict station on the mother ship.

This manoeuvre called for seamanship. The run of the sea and the play of the wind on the frigate’s larger area of sail ensured different rates of progress. In time they would be ordered away to identify some imaginary sail on the horizon, with a rendezvous provided for the following day. These orders would be delivered by an officer standing on the poop, speaking trumpet in hand, yelling a stream of instructions, none repeated, which the candidate had to memorise without benefit of pen or paper.

Nelson’s greatest concern was for the youngest of his charges, an eleven-year-old child whose small build exaggerated his lack of years. Called Henry Blackwood, he was under four foot tall and so scrawny he looked like an eight-year-old. Nelson had paid particular attention to him from the first day, knowing that his appearance would leave him open to abuse from his fellows. Words with the gunner’s wife had him removed from the mid’s berth after dark, to be accommodated in the gunner’s own quarters, as Nelson had once been.

But that only protected the lad at night. During the day he was exposed to all the perils of his peers. The Navy required each young gentleman to progress at the same pace, and being the runt of the litter afforded the boy no special privilege. The first time he was ordered to go to the masthead nearly proved his undoing. Boreas was making around six knots, pitching and rolling evenly on what, for the coast of Brittany, was a calm sea. Nelson, pacing the wind-ward side of the quarterdeck, well away from Lady Hughes taking the air on the poop, was watching the noisy group of mids out of the corner of his eye.

Each in turn was required to climb to the tops. He observed the way little Blackwood eased himself back into the crowd, hoping that Berry would fail to notice him. But the second lieutenant knew his duty. He had 25 mids to send aloft, and only 24 had performed the task. When he enquired as to who had ducked their duty, every eye turned to the stripling boy, and a path was cleared between him and Berry, leaving the miscreant nowhere to hide.

“Mr Blackwood, you are required to proceed in a like manner to your fellows, that is, to the masthead.” The boy, who had never been further than the main cap, began to shake from head to foot, the image of terrified reluctance, which made Berry snarl, “It is your duty, young man!”

“Aye, aye, sir,” he piped, though his feet remained rooted to the spot.

“Then proceed.”

“With respect, sir, I can’t.”

Berry’s already swarthy face went two shades darker as he shouted his response, a bark that stopped Lady Hughes in her tracks. “Can’t, sir? You are in receipt of a direct order. You must and will obey.”

One foot moved but not the other. Blackwood, looking aloft to a point one hundred and twenty feet in the air, tried to suppress a sob, but it came out nevertheless. Nelson stepped forward on to the gangway, which immediately brought the entire party to attention. Berry whipped off his hat in a respectful salute, but his expression showed his true feelings: this was a situation in which his captain had no right to interfere.

Nelson couldn’t fault him: he had every right to require obedience to his orders. But this child was so small, and clearly so frightened, that he was in mortal danger. He would go aloft eventually. Berry, and the fear of derision from his peers, would ensure that. But would he reach his destination? In his terror he might slip. Luck, if it could be termed that, would take him overboard, to the chancy hazard of a difficult rescue from the cold sea, but if he mist-imed his fall, he would land on the deck. That would see him entered in the ship’s log as “discharged, dead in the execution of his duties.”

“Mr Blackwood,” Nelson said, moving forward.

“Sir,” the boy squeaked, spinning to look at the Captain.

“I am about to go aloft myself. I’d be obliged if you would join me.”

With that Nelson stepped on to a barrel to aid his ascent to the bulwarks. He turned and smiled at Blackwood. “As you will observe, I am not as nimble as you. Why, I daresay you could leap to my side without the aid of that cask.”

The eye-contact produced the desired result. Blackwood’s expression changed from fear to something akin to trust. He did as he was bidden, and jumped up on to the bulwark, grabbing at the shrouds to steady himself.

“I see I shall need to be quick, Mr Blackwood. You’re even more lively than I supposed.”

He started to climb, slowly at first, but with increasing speed as he sensed the boy following. The shrouds stretched like a long rope-ladder all the way to a point just below the mainmast cap, every movement of both ship and climber combining to alter the shape. After some forty feet the shrouds presented two avenues. One took the climber on, through the lubbers’ hole, on to the spacious platform of the mainmast cap. The others rose vertically, skirting the rim to rise even higher. Nelson had no need to hesitate. He increased his pace, arching backwards as he gripped the ropes. He slipped past the edge with ease, leaning forward again to ascend this narrower set of shrouds.

Up he went, fifty, sixty, seventy feet from the deck. Out again, this time as Boreas dipped into a trough, which left his back in line with the sea below. The slim strip of ropes led on past the tops. He knew Blackwood was with him; not close but there, his eyes fixed on the Captain before him, rather than the frightening panorama below. Once at the crosstrees, Nelson threw his leg over on to the yard, easing his back till it rested against the upper mast.

“Come along, Mr Blackwood,” he called. “There’s no need for you to favour an old man in this fashion.” As the boy’s head came level he held out his hand to help him up. “Mind, respect to the Captain is a very necessary notion, I suppose. It would never do to show me up. Bad for discipline, eh! Now, young sir, clap on hard to this rope and sit yourself down. Then we will have the leisure to look about us, and the chance to talk for a while.”

“Aye, aye, sir,” gasped Blackwood.

“Is it not a fine place to be?” Nelson saw the boy’s face pale as he looked down towards the deck, where the assembled mids now looked like a colony of ants. “I remember when I was a shaver, just like you, an old tar, who had sailed with Anson, brought me up here. I remember him saying that once you was above ten feet, it don’t signify. As long as you clapped on in a like manner.”

“Aye, aye, sir.”

“Now, Mr Blackwood, being a captain has its advantages. But one of the drawbacks is this, sir. You rarely get a chance to be alone with anyone. Now that we’re up here, just the two of us, it will give you a chance to tell me all about yourself.”

The boy’s mouth opened and closed, but no sound came. Nelson had to prompt him with a direct question. The tale the boy told was a depressingly familiar one. As the younger son to a middling family there had been little prospect that he would receive a decent education. Nor did the Army, with its bought commissions, present a realistic prospect of advancement. The family had few connections and, lacking interest as well as money, could not place their son in any milieu other than the King’s Navy. But as the story emerged, Nelson couldn’t help but wonder, for the hundredth time, whether some sort of age limit should not be placed on entry, so that boys like Blackwood were not exposed too early to the rigours of life afloat.

Nelson felt like a youngster again as he grabbed for the back-stay and slid down to the deck, wondering halfway if his dignity as a captain would be impaired by such behaviour. But it had the desired effect, Blackwood following him down in a heartening sailorly fashion, to be greeted by a grinning Nelson.

The arch look Nelson received from Lady Hughes, still on the poop as he turned to return to the quarterdeck, made his blood boil: it was nothing less than a repetition of her insinuation that his interest in youngsters was at best misplaced, at worst impure.








Chapter Two

THIS MORNING, Emma felt she was at loggerheads with everyone, not least George Romney, who was sketching her for yet another portrait, this time in the pose of wild-eyed Medea, classical slayer of children. The clothes she wore were tattered and revealing, her hair teased out wildly with twigs, face streaked with dark lines of heavy makeup. It was her eyes he needed most, that look of near madness he had struggled hard to create, which Emma kept discarding.

Old Romney, with his lined, walnut-coloured face and unruly grey hair looked up from the pad on his lap and glared. They had already had words about her inability to sit still, Romney pretending he had no idea of what triggered her fidgety behaviour. Yet he had seen Greville’s face that morning, when he had delivered her to the studio: the black looks and stiff bearing that had characterised their exchanges, he all formality, Emma all meekness, until Greville departed.

Emma had spent the last half-hour locked in an internal argument in which she naturally cast herself as the aggrieved party. Playing both roles, her face was animated by point and counterpoint. She was winning of course, an imagined Charles Greville being easier to deal with than the real person, especially as she was of the opinion that the previous night’s behaviour had been due to nothing more than high spirits. How dare Greville insist that if she couldn’t learn to contain herself he would never take her out again!

As ever, when he was working, Romney’s grey hair stood on his head, giving him the appearance of an elderly monkey, the impression heightened by his large, dark brown eyes. The old man was kindness itself, and Greville’s black mood of this morning was no fault of his, so Emma worked to put the mad stare back in place. Romney nodded and went back to his frenzied sketching.

She should be angry with her lover about this too, being sold like a carcass. Greville had an arrangement with the artist: he provided the model, Romney provided the oils and the talent; the money from the sale of the resulting portrait was split between them, Greville’s portion to set off the cost of keeping her. Romney had painted her a dozen times now; every picture had found an eager buyer.

Romney’s eyes darted back and forth, boring into her. Did he, with his artist’s insight, see how she felt? She loved Charles with a passion that had grown deeper through three years of attachment, and enjoyed their domestic harmony. Yet certain losses rankled, like the social life she had enjoyed on first arriving at Edgware Road, which had been slowly choked off. Her life now seemed sober and confined. After a year, Greville had moved into Edgware Road permanently, imposing his fussy bachelor habits on what had been an easy-going household; he had let the townhouse he had built in Portman Square to ease his debts. However, it had obviously not eased them enough: only the week before he had scolded her for giving a halfpenny to a beggar.

Excursions from the house had been rare of late. She could never be brought to the notion that her own natural vivacity was in part responsible for this. Was it her fault that when they went to a ball or a rout nearly every man in the room sought to engage her attention? Was she to blame if powerful and well-connected men cared not a whit if their outrageous gallantries offended her lover? It was not her fault that Greville was so jealous and insecure, unable to accept her repeated assurances that he had no cause for concern.

He had insisted that she had made an exhibition of herself the previous night. To Emma, singing and dancing were the stuff of life, and a glass or two of champagne encouraged her. She knew that Greville had cause to celebrate. As a collector he acquired only to sell, and was careful in the way he built up collections to make sure that the whole was always vastly superior to the sum of its parts. Many a time quick disposal had saved him from ruin. He had been corresponding with his uncle in Naples, using his good offices to amass a set of Roman and Etruscan artefacts that he had already sold at a substantial profit. The news that his virtu, in the company of his uncle, had arrived in England had sent him into raptures of delight, and loosened his normally tight purse strings to such a degree that he had insisted on taking Emma to the Ranelagh Pleasure Gardens.

Could Greville not see the joy she felt in wearing a fine dress, having her hair tended for a night of entertainment, and crossing the portal for pleasure not duty? This was the first time in an age that Greville had offered to take her out to somewhere fashionable.

“Rumour has it,” Romney said, “that you were the belle amusement at last night’s rout.”

“I greatly enjoyed myself, I admit,” she replied defiantly, wondering how he knew.

“More than you have on previous visits?”

“Who said I have visited the Ranelagh before?” Emma demanded.

Her mother had told her she had a duty to deny her previous existence, even to those who must know it well. She was the semi-respectable Mrs Hart now, not the wild, promiscuous person of her former incarnation.

The old man grinned, laid aside his pad and ran a hand though his spiky grey hair. “The two different faces of the gardens have always fascinated me, Emma—the decorum of the early evening contrasted with the riot of the later night. It seems that two different worlds occupy the same space. Reynolds captures the first, Hogarth the second.”

“With some men in both,” Emma replied firmly. Having been lectured by Greville she was in no mood to take the same from Romney.

But it was true what he said, just as it was true that she had misread the place, never having been there at what Romney called the Reynolds time. Then the prostitutes who plied for trade were still outside the gates. The gardens in the early evening were patronised by respectable London, who admired the carefully arranged plants, listened to good music and short, amusing dramas. They were not a scene of riot, with couples cavorting in the bushes, lewd songs, and risque plays, all aided by the consumption of vast amounts of wine.

“All I did was stand to sing,” she insisted.

“With a much admired voice, I’m sure.” Emma blushed and dropped her head. “Take the compliment, my dear. You do have a sweet voice and the lessons Greville arranged for you have made it sweeter yet.”

“If I’d seen his face I would have stopped.”

He might have been scandalised, but others weren’t. Compliments and drinks arrived before her in equal measure and she knew she had become drunk on both, the depth of her inebriation only serving to deepen her lover’s disgust. She had seen that go skywards when she had got up, acceding to a request to dance. He demanded that they leave and the atmosphere on the way home had been icy. Once inside his own house Greville blew up like the volcanoes he was fond of describing.

Her mother, roused by the clamour, had advised Emma to apologise, grovel a bit if necessary to appease the man who kept them. Emma had taken a great deal of persuading, especially when Mary Cadogan had insisted she change into a drab grey dress to indicate penitence. It had been in vain. Her lover had even refused to share her bed, retiring to his study for the night, and in the morning, still under the burden of his anger, he had delivered her to this studio.

“I begged him to forgive me, even changed out of my finery to do so. You should have seen me, Romney, in that drab outfit, on my knees weeping in despair.”

“Show me the pose you adopted.”

Emma sank to her knees, her hands joined in supplication. The old man gazed on her shaking his head. “Too biblical for my taste. I prefer the Greeks, though it would be a charming notion to paint you in a more modern pose.”

“But would that sell?” she asked sarcastically.

“An artist does not always toil for money.”

Their shared look was proof enough that such a sentiment did not apply to Greville. “The mood you saw him in this morning was evidence that I am still not forgiven,” she said.

“You shall be, Emma, never fear.”

“How can you be so certain?”

The large brown eyes, normally so expressive, took on a certain blandness. The truth was that she was a beautiful bargain, a woman who might have commanded a much more puissant lover if she had so decided, might have moved in the grandest circles with a little education. There was a touch of love in Romney, old as he was, for the best model he had ever had. Greville kept her out of sight as much for fear of loss as he did to save coin. He had seethed with anger when the Prince of Wales had waxed lyrical on Emma’s beauty, since his admiration was bound to be followed by an attempt at seduction. What Greville could never accept was that while male attention flattered her, and she responded, Emma wasn’t interested.

“Greville will forgive you because he is so very fond of you, Emma.”

“Is he, Romney?” she whispered.

“Most decidedly so. He values you so very highly.”

Visitors to Romney’s studio were frequent, and people who might become clients took a chair to watch the artist at work. His ever-attentive son, who was also the person charged with encouraging commissions, served refreshments. Emma had witnessed much of this, and was normally unconcerned by others’ presence. But this day she was less than happy, given the pose she had been asked to adopt. It wasn’t Greville who bothered her, it was the person she suspected to be his uncle William, as she reprised her wide-eyed and unattractive pose.

Greville had seen her in such a state of dé shabillé, wrapped in their shared bed sheets, but for a total stranger to see her so was a different matter, especially one whom he esteemed so much. As soon as Romney declared the session closed Emma dashed to a private room to repair her appearance, then emerged with her hair brushed, face clean, and properly dressed.

“Allow me, Emma, to name my uncle William,” Greville said. “He is, as you know, His Majesty King George’s ambassador and minister plenipotentiary at the court of Naples.”

“How you load me with honours, Charles.”

“They are yours by right, sir. Or should I say Chevalier?”

“But they are also much less impressive than they sound. Mere trifles, I would say, of some use in the Two Sicilies but of small account in a London full of grand titles.”

Charles had been talking about his uncle for days, with an increasing excitement that was hard to fathom in one so naturally reserved, yet nothing in either voice now suggested the kind of blood tie that would hint at an emotional attachment. Certainly the uncle was a kindly looking soul, soft voiced with an ease of manner that came from having mixed from birth with the cream of society. Greville had told her more than once of his connections, of the fact that, as a child, he had been a playmate of King George.

“I confess, my dear, to being quite startled when I entered. The face you presented to the world then was frightening in the extreme. Now I find myself gazing at untrammelled beauty.”

Emma smiled sweetly but without sincerity, recognising in the voice the muted tone of dalliance with which, in the past, she had been so familiar. Compliments would come easily to Sir William Hamilton, as would the desire to seduce her should the chance present itself. His manner stayed in that vein on their return to Edgware Road, to a supper prepared for them by Emma’s mother, who was introduced and treated to as fine a piece of noblesse as Emma could remember. While they ate, Sir William and his nephew talked of family, politics, land, inheritances, and the older man’s recent widowhood.

It was in the latter that he showed real emotion, his sadness at the loss of his late wife, who had been for many years an invalid. But, for all that, the conversation carried little resonance for Emma.

Greville’s hint that she should retire and leave them to talk was made abruptly enough to stir her rebellious spirit, but only in her breast: she had enough sense with Uncle William in attendance to suppress comment. To answer back would have made her Ranelagh misdemeanours look tame. But at least the Ambassador knew his manners. When she rose he leapt to his feet and came to hold her hand.

“Mrs Hart, I cannot say how much I have enjoyed the pleasure of your company.” The eyes that held hers were blue, steady, slightly watery, and benign. “I intend to presume upon my nephew’s good graces to see you again—that is, if the prospect of such does not repel you.”

“How could it, sir?” Emma replied, in a lilting voice of which her singing teacher would have approved heartily. “I revel in good company.”

“Revel?”

Sir William rolled the word around in his mouth, as if it was a sweetmeat he had never tasted. Out of the corner of her eye she could see Greville watching this exchange, a slight smile playing on his lips. When other men had tried the same, he had been furious.

“My nephew tells me you like to sing.”

“I do.”

“Then may I be permitted to visit when you are in a mood to do so?”

“Of course, Uncle,” Greville barked. “You must come and see Emma at any time of your choosing. I’m sure she will enrapture you.”

“My dear Charles, she has done that already.”

“Good night, sir,” Emma said, curtsying.

Sir William kissed her hand and then she left. Greville’s words followed her, and as she closed the door, she pressed her ear to the panel.

“I see that you approve of her.”

“That is understatement, Charles. Were she not in your care I swear that, old as I am, I would set my cap in her direction. She is a rare creature, and her manners are of the highest.”

“She’s decorous now, I grant you, sir. But you have no idea how many rough elements had to be polished to produce the diamond you now observe.”

“Emerald, Charles! With such eyes she can be nothing less than that.”

“Then it is, no doubt, with some reluctance, Uncle, that you must once more turn your mind to Wales.”

After that first visit Sir William came often, accepting with pleasure the way that Emma called him uncle. He called her “the fair tea-maker of Edgware Row,” alluding without the least trace of restraint to his appreciation of her beauty. She returned his affection in full measure, happy to spend time with a man so congenial, who was not just urbane but could take and give a quip in equal measure. In that he showed up his nephew, who was wont to examine raillery aimed at him for an insult, and to include in his own attempted witticisms a degree of cruelty that robbed them of their humour.

Uncle William was an easy man to be with, and the occasional gallantry did not seem amiss from a man who still had his good looks. It was rare for Greville to leave Emma alone with any man, but he seemed to have no fear of his relative. Though in his midfifties, the Ambassador looked younger, which, when she remarked upon it, he ascribed to his love of walking.

“And you shall walk with me, Emma, should you and Charles come to Naples. I’ll take you to Pompeii and Herculaneum, and show you what beauty lies under the mountain of ash that Vesuvius spewed forth to cover them.”

Seeing her confusion, he smiled. “These names mean nothing to you?”

“No, Uncle William, they do not.”

His patient explanation was similar to that undertaken by Greville when he had first made her acquaintance. He described the volcano and the destruction it had caused, spoke of how he and others initiated digs to extract objects of great beauty and antiquity that had been wholly preserved by the ash.

“There’s a fine collection of such virtu, many of the pieces acquired by me, in the house of a friend. Should you desire it, I will take you to his gallery for a private viewing.”

“I’d like that very much, Uncle, though if this volcano is still a danger, a visit to Naples is something I might not greet with the same joy.”

“I would never say not to fear it, but it can be approached as easily as I approach you, my dear. And the effect is somewhat similar. I got so close to the summit one day that I singed the soles of my boots.”

“Then for all you’re a clever fellow, Uncle William, you have a streak of foolishness.”

Sir William was as good as his word: he took her not only to his friend’s gallery but to any place she chose to visit. He escorted her to the Pantheon in Oxford Street, where society gathered in the daylight hours to gossip, exchange pleasantries, and indulge in attempts at seduction. Sir William Hamilton commanded attention in his own right, but he clearly enjoyed the extra consideration he received with a beautiful woman on his arm. And Emma responded by behaving with becoming grace, commanded by Greville to be on her best behaviour, determined not to let down either him or the uncle they both admired.

There was a changed feeling in the household with Hamilton a frequent visitor. He came for tea most days and supper many nights, either at Edgware Road or at the house of a friend, singing round the harpsichord, games of Blind Man’s Buff, and the like. Life was once more the charmed existence Emma had enjoyed on first arrival. The Chevalier, as Greville called him, made no secret of his admiration for Emma, but never once did he overstep the bounds of good taste.

Occasionally, Greville would look at her with that hunger she knew so well, which never failed to produce a corresponding response in her breast. In the bedroom, he seemed restored, more relaxed, the Charles Greville she had known from her days at Uppark. He laughed more, his sallies lost their cruelty and Emma’s love for him deepened accordingly, while gratitude was boundless to Sir William, who had brought this transformation.

There were worries, she knew, to do with Sir William’s estates and what would happen to them after his death, undercurrents of anxiety that still troubled Greville. He greeted his uncle’s suggestion that he and Emma visit Naples enthusiastically one day, with a frown the next. And Emma nursed her own hope to use this new household mood: she wished to advance the notion that her child, now three years old, should be brought to London. Greville wouldn’t hear of it, but Sir William, when she mentioned it privately, saw no objection, and undertook to broach the subject with his nephew at an appropriate moment.

“Perhaps he will be more amenable when we are on our travels.”

“Travels?” Emma asked.

“You go to Chester, I believe?”

Sir William saw the confusion on Emma’s face, and had the good grace to show embarrassment. “Charles has not told you?”

“He hinted,” she lied, to recover her poise.

“We go to Wales on Friday, my dear, to look over my estates, while you journey to see your relations in Chester, including your child. You will travel with us as far as Cheltenham. I suggest the timing for what you desire could not be more appropriate, you with the child, me nudging Charles to agree.”

Emma was still confused, and her response showed it clearly. “How long are we to be away?”

“A month.”

The last time Emma had seen her daughter she had been in swaddling clothes. To gaze on her now, a child of three years, induced the most unwelcome sensations. The large eyes held her smile in place for a lot longer than she had intended, but there was no change in the little one’s expression when Emma spoke her name, nor when she held out her arms to enfold her.

“Say a welcome to your mother, Little Emma,” encouraged Grandma Kidd. The old lady was now so bent that her head was almost at the same level as that of the suspicious child. But there was no doubting the deep affection in the look, even if it was from a face lined like tree bark. Her smile exposed that what few teeth she had had left were now gone. “She’s come all the way from London Town just to see you.”

It required a gentle push to get Little Emma any closer and a tug from her mother to make enough contact to complete the hug. But the ice of greeting had been broken and the little girl, a lively child, soon began to chatter, first to her great grandmother, then slowly including this stranger called mother. Emma found the transition harder than her daughter, and constantly referred to her grandmother for clarification of the child’s unformed speech.

“You’ll get used to it, girl. She’s a rare one when it comes to tattle, bit like you was when you were a bairn.”

That induced a rare silence in Emma. Grandma Kidd was one of the few people who could mention her past and evoke unpleasant thoughts. Her life had not turned out in a way that anyone in the family wanted. Her grandmother was an upright, honest woman, though not a hypocrite when it came to accepting money help from whichever source provided it.

Yet the old lady must have been saddened to see the way her brood had gone, first her daughter, Mary, then her granddaughter, not settled but living off the good grace of men who thought them too lowly to marry. The way she was looking at the child now, as she played with and talked to her doll, carried with it some of that sadness, as though she was seeing Little Emma grown and in the same predicament.

“How do you cope with the burden?”

“Bairns ain’t no burden, Emma. They is a joy, least at that age.”

“It may be that the child can come and reside with me.”

“In London?”

“Yes. With my mother as well, a proper family.”

“That would be good,” Grandma Kidd said, without conviction.

Emma imbued her voice with as much enthusiasm as she could muster. “I have engaged in this the good offices of Mr Greville’s uncle, the one I wrote to you about.”

“Old Tom Fort reads for me. He says it be called Napoli where this uncle comes from, not Naples as you wrote, and with him being an old sailor, well, happen he knows.”

The way it was said implied some lack of honesty in the man who had lived there, though Emma struggled to find what difference it made.

“Old Tom Fort is just showing away ’cause he’s been there. I’ve yet to meet a sailor who don’t boast. Stands to reason the locals term it different to we English.” That earned a loud sniff, as if the matter was to be considered but not too readily accepted. “Tom would have doffed his hat soon enough to our uncle William.”

“He ain’t your blood.”

“It is a liberty he allows, in fact positively encourages. He is, Grandma, the most gracious of men, with a smile that would have you over in no time.”

“Wed? Only you didn’t mention.”

“Widowed, with a heart still bruised from the loss. Not that it depresses his spirits. He loves to be gay and has a ready wit as well as stories you would scarce believe about the scrapes some of our English folk get up to abroad.”

“There’s not a lot he could tell me about folks, and that’s without ever leaving my own parish.”

Grandma Kidd was disposed not to like Sir William Hamilton, that was clear, but then she had not much good to say for Charles Greville either, even if he did foot the bills for Little Emma. To the old woman they were cut from the same cloth: the kind that had exploited the girls she had raised.

“Uncle Hamilton has undertaken to seek permission for Little Emma to move to Edgware.” Hearing her name, the child stopped talking to her doll, and raised a pair of large green eyes to stare at her mother. Emma addressed her directly. “You would like it there I am sure, for Mr Greville is a kinder person than he will at times let show. I’m sure a few of your smiles would melt his heart just as quick as they have mine.”

“Whatever’s best for the child,” said Grandma Kidd. “That’s all I care for. That’s all I ever cared for.”

• • •

Charles Greville was reading, silently, Emma’s first letter since their parting, as usual half amused, half despairing of the breathless way in which it had been composed. But the “Damn!” he hissed was loud enough to make Sir William Hamilton look up from his labours.

“She has given that old woman, her grandmother, near a full fifth of the money I allowed her for the month.”

“That is bad?” Sir William’s reply was halfway between a statement and a question. Greville was clearly displeased, but that didn’t signify since his nephew was prone to disapproval of many things, something he found trying at times.

“Apparently Mrs Kidd bought the child a coat she couldn’t afford.” He spoke brightly now, because he had read the words that followed. “Emma promises to make good the loss. She tells me she has taken cheaper seaside lodgings and is eating frugally.”

“Does she mention her health?” asked Sir William. “Blooming, Uncle, as is that of the child.”

“Then that at least is good news.”

“Sea bathing, both of them,” Greville added, tossing the letter aside. He went back to his own set of books, the accounts for the present year that would have to be checked before being passed to his uncle. Greville was the man responsible for the stewardship of these Welsh estates, an obligation to which he devoted considerable time. “Do you really believe such immersion can be efficacious?”

“Not in these northern waters. But I have a small villa at Posillipo in the Bay of Naples. In summer, when the sea is warm and the body is robust enough to withstand the power of the waves, it does wonders for the ague.”

The voice drifted into silence, and the older man had a wistful look in his eyes. It was hard to compare in any favourable way this house, this dark, oak-panelled room and its musty, unoccupied smell with either Posillipo or his apartments in the Palazzo Sessa and the freshness of the Mediterranean sea breeze that wafted through them. Nor could he conjure up much affection for the green Pembrokeshire countryside that rolled away from the windows. He yearned for the warmth of the sun, and the smell of lemons and abundant flora that filled his rooms, for the sight of his collections, and the excitement of a dig when the first sign of some artefact emerged from the ash.

Absence kept him from recalling the smell of the city when the wind blew from the east, the beggars and the light-fingered, noisy inhabitants—the court, too, which was full of intrigues that seemed so petty they might be amusing, had they not been so deadly. Neapolitans loved to sing and dance the saltarella. They loved food, wine, and blatant carnality. But, most of all, they loved to hate. There were family feuds, political enmity, and a visceral hatred of all other nationalities: Spanish the most, Austrians the next. His duty was to ensure that Britannia retained if not affection at least no increase in animosity.

He had a duty here too: to pass the accounts with which Greville had presented him, books that covered the years he had been away. These showed he had well-managed assets that yielded him an income, without any effort on his part, of some five thousand pounds per annum. Not that he was unaware of the profit: spending it wisely was a major concern.

“I cannot bring myself to decide whether to be pleased or angry with Emma.” Sir William looked at the bent head, knowing that the face he could not see wore a frown. “I suppose I should be sanguine about the way she has behaved. I have to tell you, Uncle, there was a time, and not so very long ago, when she would not have shown the sense necessary to make good the loss.”

“Hardly a loss, Charles. It went to the child.”

“I make provision enough for the child. Little Emma wants for nothing.”

Sir William forbore to say that his nephew was clearly wrong, since the purchase of a coat, in a Cheshire winter, would be a necessity. “There is the matter of parental affection.”

That made Greville look up. “I didn’t have you as a lover of Rousseau.”

“The fact that I do not have children of my own …” His uncle had to pause and look away to avoid the avarice in Charles Greville’s eyes. “It does not mean that I do not ponder on the proper course of raising and educating them.”

“And?”

“I look to my own past. I was put out to a wet-nurse on the very day of my birth.”

“With a king for a companion on the other teat.”

“A prince then. But that is to digress. What I mean is that Rousseau has identified this as an unsatisfactory way of rearing infants. And it is not just he. The Duchess of Leinster I consider a friend, and she in her letters cannot be brought to think of child rearing in any other way than by the natural mother.”

Greville favoured him with a thin smile. “I sense a reason for the route of this conversation, Uncle William.”

“I doubt it is a secret to you that Emma herself inclines that way.”

“The books bore you, I fear.”

“They do, nephew, they do. You have carried out your stew-ardship in a splendid fashion. Were it not that you insist, I could scarce be brought to check the figures you produce.”

“A turn round the garden?”

There had been a shower earlier, so although the grass was damp, the air had a clear odour to it that was pleasing. Less engaging was the turn the conversation had taken, with Greville’s point blank refusal to consider that Little Emma should live with her mother. His reasons, though they sounded practical, were based on selfish motives. He was a fastidious man, a lover of order who would find the accommodation of a child’s needs, the sheer disruption, impossible to cope with.

“You only see Emma, Uncle, as she is now. You do not see the wild, untamed creature she once was. Keeping that which has been achieved intact is paramount.”

“If what you say is true, that is so.”

“Yet you admire her.”

“It would be hard not to, Charles. She is, even you admit, a rare creature. Were she not under your protection I doubt I could be saved from a foolish attempt at dalliance.”

“Hardly foolish, sir, and do not fear that any attentions you paid to Emma would evoke a jealous reaction in me.”

Sir William looked sideways at his nephew’s profile, the set of the jaw, the look into the far distance meant to convey sincerity. Perhaps he did mean what he said, but his uncle had seen him react to the presence of other men around Emma Hart, and nothing he had observed had led him to believe that he took kindly any form of attention to her.

“The foolishness would stem from my age. Besides, it would scarce be fitting. Suffice to say, Charles, that I consider the obligation of family.”

Greville tried to suppress the combination of anxiety and excitement in his voice. “Do you truly think of me as family, Uncle?”

“How can you doubt it, since you’re my blood nephew and I consider you my heir?”

That was an amusing moment for Sir William, who was too wise and urbane ever to be fooled by his nephew. He didn’t dislike Charles, quite the reverse, but there were traits in his character, the most notable his endless calculation, which he found reprehensible. As a younger son himself he knew what it was to lack an inheritance. And there was the clear memory of his own marriage which, while founded on a degree of regard, had had as much, if not more, to do with the stipend produced by the very estates they were now inspecting, property that had come to him through his late wife.

Charles worried that he would not succeed to the income. He knew that his mother had been Sir William’s favourite sister, and that once she had realised her brother was childless, she had pleaded eloquently on behalf of her younger son. Sir William had been happy to oblige, with the caveat that should he predecease his wife the estates would not be in his gift. He considered it a point of honour that, having made that promise and having survived Lady Catherine Hamilton, he could not go back on it.

Yet he couldn’t help teasing his too-serious nephew with hints that he might remarry. Such talk, though Greville tried to disguise it, threw the young man into a frenzy of doubt. With a shaky concept of honour himself, he could not ascribe unselfish motives to others, and constantly saw barriers to his inheritance where none existed.

“There is some pity in the fact of our blood ties,” said Greville, holding up his hand to feel for the first spots of rain.

“In what way?” Sir William had already turned towards the house, thinking that the rain, a cause for some celebration in Naples because of its rarity, was all too commonplace here.

“I speak of Emma, of course. She is, I must tell you, the sweetest bedfellow a man could crave, as capable of gentility as she is of abandon. Had you been afforded a chance to discover her charms, I assure you, no barrier of age would have ruined your pleasure.”

Hurrying for shelter now, Sir William noted the words but not the expression that accompanied them.

However, over the next week, as the subject of Emma and her obliging nature came up again and again, it was not difficult to see which way his nephew’s mind was moving. Sir William was unsure whether to be offended or pleased, to anticipate delight or ridicule, to agree to what was being hinted at or scoff at it: the proposition that a man of his age should investigate the possibility of housing, and quite possibly bedding, a lively creature considerably less than half his age.

Trained as he was in diplomacy, Sir William did nothing to commit himself to any course of action. But he was not immune to imagination, and he had to admit that though the thought didn’t entirely please him, it didn’t appal him either.

A month with Little Emma had not only affected the child, it had had a deep impact on her mother as well. There were tantrums, of course, times when Emma’s patience was sorely tested, such as when she encountered her daughter’s reluctance to put more than one foot out of the bathing machine and into the sea, or to go to bed when the appropriate hour had struck. Hunger made the child fractious, as did tiredness, and it was plain that Grandma Kidd had over-indulged her. But on the whole she was a joy to be with, a source of endless wonder with her chatter and her childish view of events and objects.

There were moments that would live with Emma for ever: the first voluntary taking of her hand, the morning when a sunny smile greeted her, the look in those green eyes, so like her own, when she read her daughter a story, the peals of laughter that accompanied a session on a swing. But, most of all, she loved that moment when Little Emma, tired after a day on the beach collecting shells or searching for crabs, fell sound asleep on her mother’s breast, the gentle pounding of her own heartbeat timed exactly to coincide with that of the child.

In Southport Emma was anonymous, just a mother with her child, a Mrs Hart whom everyone assumed had a Mr Hart in the background. Hints of a man serving at sea were accepted without question by the lady owners of the lodging house, who were too polite to enquire after an excess of detail. She was nodded to by strangers as a decent woman, and eventually engaged in conversation about matters domestic that had her falling back on her years in service. It was so long since Emma had experienced respectability that she was disinclined to give it up.

Against that she missed Greville, even his moods. She had sense to see that this seaside interlude was just that: a short break from the life she had chosen; a chance to play the part that might have been hers, had she not allowed her life to take the course it had. Having corresponded with her lover before, she knew better than to look for affection from his pen, but the coldness of his writing, especially on the subject of her daughter and Edgware, still wounded.

That absence of emotion served to rekindle her natural spirit, the need to challenge, rather than just accede to the wishes of others. Her growing attachment to Little Emma made the thought of giving up her daughter more and more difficult to bear. Emma swung between confidence in her own ideas and a fear of the reaction they would provoke, but finally, with no one present to check her, she determined to act as her conscience dictated. The first thing to do was to get both of them to London and installed before Greville returned.

“If she is already here, then it would be a stone heart that had the inclination to turn her out.”

Mary Cadogan watched her granddaughter playing on the floor with the same affection Emma had experienced at the Steps. It wasn’t just the blood tie either: the child had a winning way as well as an open, trusting gaze and ready smile that was heart-melting. The surprise of the child’s arrival had faded in her, but not the notion that Greville would ever stand for it. He was a man who liked the house tidy. You only had to look at his choice of furnishings, which inclined towards the dainty rather than the robust, and to observe how he checked them continually for position and cleanliness to understand how finicky he was.

Greville liked things just so, and however sweet Little Emma was, she was still a child, prone to speak when not asked, cry when hurt, demand attention when inappropriate and leave her playthings wherever they fell when she tired of them. Though Mary suppressed these thoughts in order not to spoil a happy interlude, she had good reason to feel vindicated when the master returned.

“If anything, Emma, I am more vexed now than I was when I read your letter.”

Greville was pacing back and forth, hands behind his back, in the master-of-the-house pose that had become an increasing feature of his behaviour since he had moved in. Emma sat, head down, careful to avoid adding an eye challenge to a domestic one.

“Did you tell your uncle?”

“How could I not when you’d engaged him as advocate on your behalf?”

“I believe he shared my view that it would do no harm.”

“A stand of which I would take more cognisance if he would be obliged to suffer the consequences of such an arrangement.”

“Suffer, Charles? She’s only a child.”

“The only is singular, Emma, given that her being an infant is the whole point of my objections. The household is simply not suitable …”

“She has her own room, and both my mother’s and mine when matters permit. She need never come downstairs at all when you are about. You won’t even know she’s with us.”

“Nonsense,” he replied, impatiently, his voice rising as he spoke. “And what I do and do not know is hardly the point. Do not tell me that in some crisis you will not put her needs as paramount. Do not tell me that when I have friends in my own house some act of the child will not be noticed.”

“Who can object to the sound of a child?”

“I can!”

Mary Cadogan was listening behind the door, and when she heard Emma reply to that, she noted there was real steel in her daughter’s voice. It wasn’t anger but determination, and for once her mother, who feared to be cast out on the street more than any other fate, was with her.

“I require you to indulge me in this, Charles.”

“Require? Am I to be required of?”

The answer to that was no. Pleading, tears, tentative intercessions from an uncle who knew the bounds placed on interference had had no effect. Charles Greville ordered his life just so, and would not stand to see it altered.

Returning Little Emma to Grandma Kidd was heart-wrenching for Emma and ultimately sad, too, for the old lady, given that Greville had decided that the child must be placed with some respectable family to secure her future. That his notion had wisdom attached did not detract from the melancholy such a suggestion provoked. If the child stayed at the Steps, she would grow up in the same manner as her mother and grandmother before her. Who was to say that she would not turn out to follow the same occupation? It was a notion that Greville, for very good reasons, could not countenance.

“The choice will be yours, Grandma,” said Emma, the offending letter in her hand, her eyes, like those of her grandmother, red with tears, “though Mr Greville’s approval will be most essential.”

“It should fall to you, Emma, not me,” croaked Grandma Kidd.

“I would not pick someone close by. You will, so that at least you can see her when you want. It sounds cruel I know, but I cannot abide the way I feel. I would send her to a family so far away that even should I come to visit you I would not have the chance to see Little Emma.”

“I never thought you’d turn your back on your own child.”

“I do it for her,” Emma sobbed, her eyes turning to the curtain behind which her daughter slept, “so that she will not see tears every time she beholds her mother’s face. Let her grow up thinking someone else her true parent.”

Grandma Kidd stood up, if her bent frame could qualify for such a description, and both her face and the tone of her voice showed her anger. “I was never one for falsehood, Emma, and I reckoned you the same. But all this ‘doing it for the little ’un’ is stuff and nonsense. You’se doing it like this for your own ends. It’s your heart that is uppermost, not the bairn’s.”

“I—”

“Say no more, Emma. Go to the Post House, where you took care to leave your possessions, and wait for your coach to London.”

“You speak as though I have a choice.”

“You do, child,” Grandma Kidd replied wearily. “You could stay put and raise your own. But you’re too like your own mother, always looking for others to fend for you.”

Emma tried to embrace her grandmother, but was foiled as she moved away. “I’d like to part in harmony.”

“You could stay in that, Emma, but as to parting I can’t see how. Tell your man to write his conditions for the child. Rest easy that I will place her where she will be happy.”
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