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As love is the most noble and divine passion of the soul, so it is to that which we may justly attribute all the real satisfactions of life; and without it, man is unfinish’d and unhappy.

Aphra Behn, The Fair Jilt

 

 

 

 

Though love, all soft and flattering, promises nothing but pleasures; yet its consequences are often sad and fatal. It is not enough to be in love to be happy; since Fortune, who is capricious, and takes delight to trouble the repose of the most elevated and virtuous, has very little respect for passionate and tender hearts, when she designs to produce strange adventures.

Aphra Behn, The History of St Agnes de Castro




 

 

PROLOGUE

If you have ever wondered why hangings always take place on a Monday, it is so that the chaplain of the gaol may dedicate all of Sunday to readying his charge to meet his maker. On this Sunday the usual sermon is set aside and in its stead the condemned sermon is preached to the condemned man, who is standing in the condemned pew, in front of which is placed his coffin, lest there is any chance he may for a moment forget that he is indeed to be launched into eternity on the morrow. (I do not pretend to know if this is universally the case, but it is certainly so at Newgate.)

For weeks before, all prisoners will have been required to pray daily at chapel “for those now awaiting the awful execution of the law”, and while the condemned pew may have held ten or twenty following the last Old Bailey sessions, this figure will have dwindled – by disease, by suicide and by reprieve – until perhaps only three or four condemned men remain. On the occasion I relate, there was left only one.

On the day of the condemned sermon, the congregation in the prison chapel is swelled by visitors: curious ladies and gentlemen, who have paid for their seats, the best in the house, from which to view the proceedings. They have come for the next part of the ceremony: the service for the dead. This the chaplain directs at the man who is to be hanged. He speaks at length in awful tones of vice and retribution, sin and suffering, shame and sorrow, grief and wretchedness, hellfire and brimstone; and of those orphaned and widowed by the crime and – worst for the condemned man – those to be orphaned and widowed on the morrow. The condemned man generally collapses, fainting under the weight of his fate, or he may turn white and clammy and become as still as a statue. Some go into a frenzy, spasm, fit, scream, and rave. This is allowed to go on for several minutes before the man is restrained, in order that those guilty of less serious crimes may be suitably impressed with the terror of his case, and so that the curious ladies and gentlemen may get their money’s worth.

The service over, the wretch will be returned to the condemned cell, a stone box perhaps 6’ by 8’, furnished with a rope mat, a stable rug and a vigorous population of vermin of all kinds. His feast is bread, water and gruel. A small barred hole in the wall admits little air and less light, and he is allowed a candle at night. At first, he shared this cell with two or three others, but they have gone on, one way or another, and now he is alone.

I cannot tell you how Praisegod Fricker spent his last night on Earth, as I was not there, and the particulars I have given here I have found out by general enquiry. I know only that the chaplain will surely have exerted himself to break the condemned man’s spirit, if it be not already broken, and to urge him to confess and repent, accept his fate with humility and, above all, not struggle with the hangman.

Fricker made no confession and remained unrepentant and by the time he was given the sacrament early the next morning, he was already drunk. Pinioned and shackled, with the hangman’s noose ready round his neck, he was placed on a cart, facing the rear. He was then driven backwards through the city, through the crowds which lined the route at Holborn and St Giles, until he arrived at Tyburn, to a crowd of several thousand who had come to see him hang. The next part I may relate with greater certainty as to the facts, for I was there.

We had arrived two hours before the hanging, to get a good place, and indeed we were about ten heads in front of the Irish women selling fruit under the gallows. Their bawling, at such close range, with the cries of the piemen and gingerbread sellers and children blowing on their tin trumpets combining with the cacophony of the crowd, made it difficult for Kat and me to talk as we waited, and, being of low stature, I could see nothing past my immediate neighbours. But Kat was taller, and was telling me by signs that the cart bearing Fricker was arriving when a low rumble swept through the crowd. A hanging is like the theatre, but the condemned man must take his bow before the performance. This Fricker did now, as he was driven through the crowd who cheered and jeered in equal measure.

This, as you know, is unusual, as the vast majority of the spectators are generally united for or against the condemned man. They will always barrack and hoot at the executioner, and often throw stones at him, but depending on his crime and his demeanour, the condemned man often elicits some pity from the crowd, especially if his victim is seen as somehow bearing some guilt for their fate. Fricker’s case divided the crowd after this fashion: his convictions were for arson and murder, each on its own a capital offence, but the house he had set ablaze was a brothel, and the woman who had burned within it was one of the most infamous bawds in London. So while his crime was heinous, there were many who sympathised with the intention to rid the city of such vermin, and consequently some cheered him as a hero, while others cried, “For shame,” and “Pity on the poor whores.”

A mixed cheer went up as the cart drew level with the gallows and silence fell as the crowd waited to see what, if anything, would be his final words. Would he beg forgiveness and make a good death, or would he scorn justice and die game? I had once been to a hanging where a famous highwayman had taken the constables, the chaplain and even the hangman warmly by the hand, smiling and thanking them, and then sung ‘The Miller’s Cock’ for the crowd, many of whom shed tears at such a display of courage and defiance. I do not know whether this was worse than seeing the condemned man weeping, fainting, pissing himself and having to be half-carried to the appointed mark.

Fricker was visibly trembling, but though he staggered slightly, he seemed to resolve to gather himself, and then cried out: “God damn all whores!”

At this, a deafening cheer went up.

“And fuck you all!” he added, to an even greater wave of something between a mighty groan of opprobrium and a roar of admiration.

The hangman now had to act quickly. He covered Fricker’s face, ran up the steps and attached the rope to the crossbeam. He came down, took away the ladder, and lashed the horse, who flew forward, pulling the cart behind him, leaving my gentleman swinging, kicking the air.

The onlookers were silent as he kicked and choked and shat himself. It was going on too long. People began to murmur disapproval. And then, to a universal gasp, the gauze slipped from his face, revealing his livid features, his swollen lips and ears, blood issuing from both, his eyes red and protruding from their sockets looking, as it seemed, directly at me. And still he kicked and kicked. I turned my face away.

“You must look,” Kat said, forcing me, taking my chin in her hand. “You must see that it is done, or you will have no peace.”

As he continued to struggle, the rope twisted, and to my relief his head turned away from me. The spectators were becoming increasingly dismayed. At this point, of course, friends or family of the condemned man would not be prevented if they chose to hang on his legs and end his agony. But it seemed Fricker had no friends or family. Voices appealed to the hangman to do the job himself. He hesitated, and as he did so those close enough became aware of a new horror. The rope had stretched so much as Fricker struggled that the tips of his toes now touched the rung of the ladder leaning against the upright. His feet scrabbled desperately for purchase. In one professional lunge, the hangman kicked away the ladder and jumped on Fricker’s legs. This must have broken his neck, for after a few convulsive twitches, he was still.

There was a great sigh, as I suppose everyone had been holding their breath.

“There. It is done,” said Kat finally.

And it is true that I did find peace of a kind. In the first place Fricker could now do me no harm. And in the second place it drew a line under the whorehouse murder. For though he had indeed set the fire which burned the house and the old bawd in it, neither Fricker nor anyone else knew that she was already as good as dead.

But Kat and I knew, for I had tied her up and Kat had beat her with the poker.




PART ONE

‘H’
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I was always H. As a child I never wondered whether I was once a Hannah, a Henrietta, a Hephzibah or anything else – H was my proper name as far as I was concerned and in any case I was not encouraged to ask questions. I was born in 1650, the youngest of eight children all told. The first two children, like our mother, survived only in family prayers; the six living were all girls.

As soon as my oldest sisters were of an age, Father was anxious to see them off his hands, and they were equally anxious to escape the parsonage. Generally, Father devoted all his energies to writing his sermons, but a frenzy would descend on the household whenever a bachelor – of any age or disposition – had the ill luck to cross his path. Clarissa and Diana were engaged and married with such dispatch that Diana’s husband always claimed he knocked on the door only to borrow a book and came away with a wife.

So that left four: Evelyn, the twins, Grace and Frances, and me. I now see that Evelyn was spared marriage because we three were too young to be left with our father only. And Evelyn had always been a little mother to me. It was Evelyn I shared a bed with and who sat beside me through all the illnesses which beset childhood. She was, as you shall learn, the best of sisters.

I could never know enough about my mother. Evelyn would hold me on her lap and stroke my hair and feed me the scraps I hungered for: how good and kind she was, and how she would have loved me, had she lived. I clung to these thoughts as my father and grown-up sisters had a particular coldness reserved only for me, which I understood arose from a sense that my arrival into the world was a very poor trade for Mother’s death.

Indeed, I was a naughty child. One of my earliest memories was of when I was very small and our cat, Tibbs, had kittens. Being left to my own devices, I decided to bathe the newborns as I had seen neighbours in their cottages bathing their babies. Our cook had a great ladle, which I fetched from the kitchen, and filling a basin with water (with great difficulty – I remember little of the incident but the trouble I had carrying the basin once it was full), I put each kitten in the ladle and dunked it in the water until, as I thought, it was clean enough; but actually, as one of my sisters observed, until it was dead enough.

I was upset that the pretty kittens had become still and cold, and Tibbs was howling her head off, but my father, when he was summoned, only kicked Tibbs out of the way and scolded me for spilling water on the carpet, swept up the kittens and cast them on the dung heap. He called me “a wicked, unnatural child”, and sent me to my room. But Tibbs slept on my bed that night and purred. I could not understand it at all.

Another event I clearly recall, as though it were yesterday, because of its awful consequence, is my first sight of plays and playing, and it is by this detail that I know it was after the year 1660 and the return of the King. I had learned that a fair was coming to Harlow and I asked and asked and asked Evelyn to take me. She said no, I should stay at home with my twin sisters as she had things to manage as Father was away from home. But I had no mind to this and kept on. When Grace added her voice to mine Evelyn capitulated and we three left Frances climbing trees and set off for Harlow Fair.

I had never seen anything like a fair, I think, in my life. I straightway felt I was not dressed finely enough (though I had nothing fine, had I thought of it) as everyone seemed to be putting their best foot forward: bonnets fluttered with new ribbons, and Sunday bests were given a weekday outing. I saw some Morris dancers and some bell-ringers and we pushed our way through a crowd to discover they were all watching a cockfight, which I did not think nice entertainment, but which Grace affirmed was “better than Morris dancing, and more humane”.

Then there was a tent of curiosities, in which, a man outside cried, there were “abundance of strange and fearfully deformed creatures”, including a dwarf, a mermaid and a human pincushion. I was not suffered to see these wonders, as Evelyn said she did not want to be up all night with me having nightmares. I contented myself with watching the people go in and out, hoping to catch a glimpse of a monster through the curtain.

Evelyn showed me the men standing in line advertising for work.

“See, he carries a crook,” she said. “He does that so everyone may know he is a shepherd, and if they want someone to look after sheep, they may find him. See, he carries a trowel; if someone wants a wall built, they can find him to do it. And he is a carter, for he carries a whip.” And so on she went down the row of men, now making me guess each man’s business by his sign, and as usual I admired her for her great learning in these matters, for Evelyn was not only kind but clever.

At the fair I noticed some young ladies in very fine clothes, but something in their demeanour caused me to look twice. They were wearing fine clothes but did not seem as I had seen fine ladies to behave. They were laughing and talking and looking quite boldly into the faces of the men who walked by, and sometimes called out to them, while some of the men talked back to them as they would not to fine ladies.

“And who are those women?” I asked. “What do they sell?” I could not make out any sign like a crook or a trowel. Evelyn grabbed hold of me more roughly than I was used to and pulled me away.

I think she would have pulled me all the way home except that we came to a troupe of players. I begged to be allowed to stay and watch what was occurring, but Grace wanted to look at some silks a pedlar was selling. Evelyn said Father would not approve of us watching a play, and Grace said Father would not approve of us being at a fair, so in for a penny, in for a pound, and why shouldn’t H have a little liberty now and then? So I was allowed to watch. And my sisters soon forgot the pedlar and the silks and they watched too.

The players were telling an old story called The Taming of the Shrew by William Shakespeare. It was about a maid called Katharina who was proud and strong-willed, shouting and carrying on that she would not marry this man called Petruchio who was also proud and strong-willed and shouting. It was most amusing and we all laughed a good deal, but when it was over Evelyn noticed we had lost Grace and was looking about for her. During the play, Grace had had eyes only for Petruchio, as if she thought he were a real person. “He is so fine! So manly!” she exclaimed. “I would have him for a husband!” Grace had never had much wit about her and I had heard my father say she was gormless, and I remember wondering what gorm was, and why Grace had none. And now she had disappeared.

Evelyn went looking for her among the people watching, but I thought she might have gone to look at Petruchio again, so went behind the stage. You may imagine my surprise when I saw Katharina standing by a tree, her skirts lifted up, passing water like any man. Indeed, she was a man, of course. When he turned and saw me, he noted my amazement and laughed. I said I was looking for my sister and he helped me find Grace, who was indeed talking to Petruchio. Before they saw me, I noticed the tips of their fingers were twined together, as I had seen Diana and her husband do before they were married. My sister looked very happy and her face was all red, also like Diana.

Then Evelyn came and said we should go home and she and Grace argued somewhat. While that was happening, Petruchio was putting black paint on his face for the next play and the player dressed as Katharina asked me my name and said it was a funny one, and I said everyone said that, and then he showed me the properties they used in the plays. Up close they did not seem nearly so fine. Then he feigned to stab himself with a knife and I was frighted and cried out as I saw blood spurting out, but then he showed me it was only red ribbons. It was all most fascinating and I asked him if he liked to play ladies and he said not so much as he used to because only boys should play ladies, on account of them being smaller and having high voices, but that because the theatres had been shut for so long by old Oliver all the boy players had grown up, as he had. Besides, he said, there are now women on the stage in London, so there will soon be no more boy players anyway. Perhaps he could tell I was thinking what it would be like to be a player and dress up and make-believe rather than have to be married, as he said: “Perhaps one day you will be a fine actress in a playhouse in London, and I shall come and see you playing Katharina, and I will say to all the fine people: ‘I knew Mistress H when she was but a girl.’” And instead of bowing, remembering he was in a gown, he curtseyed low to me, which made us both laugh.

At that moment Evelyn came and snatched my hand and marched me away so I could not even say goodbye to Katharina. She looked furious.

“Will Grace not come with us?” I asked.

“No,” she snapped. “The little fool will get us all in a deal of trouble.”

And indeed she did. Grace did not come home before our father’s return, but was not missed until supper, when the whole story came out. Evelyn, Frances and I were sent to our room with no supper and no light, where we lay awake, listening for the latch on the garden gate. It never came.

In the morning, we went down as usual for prayers, which were unusually full of hellfire and damnation, and when we had finished our father detained us before we sat down to breakfast. I remember that he did not look at us while he spoke, but kept his eyes turned steadily towards the window.

“Children, I have very bad news to impart to you, concerning your sister. It is the worst sort of news.”

At this, I burst into tears, as I knew poor Grace must be dead. I had worried all night that she may have fallen down a hole, or into a river, or been attacked by murderers on her way home in the dark. Now I knew it was true, and it was all my fault, because I had caused my sisters to stop and watch the players.

“Your sister, whose name my lips refuse to speak, has left this house and will never return. Her infamous behaviour has disgraced us all. It will be a most wonderful thing if our family ever recovers from the shame she has brought upon our house. No respectable man will wish to attach his name to that of a family bemired in vice of the most reprehensible and evil kind. Your sister has ruined us.” He paused for a moment and seemed to hold his breath. Still looking out of the window, he said: “Her name is not to be mentioned again. She is dead to us.”

We sat down to breakfast, but my sisters and I could not eat. My father ate in silence. It was as though the world had ended.
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One evening, many months later, Frances and I were sitting in the bedchamber I shared with Evelyn hemming handkerchiefs, which was our usual occupation when our father decided we had been reading too much, when Evelyn came in, her face as white as the cotton in my hand.

“Whatever’s the matter?” I asked.

“I’ve seen Grace,” Evelyn said and burst into tears.

When she could speak again Evelyn told us Grace’s tale. That day at the fair the player (Petruchio) had given Grace strong waters and “ill-used” her and she had been too ashamed to come home and face Father. She thought she loved the player and determined to stay with him – they had been to London and he was kind at first but abandoned her when she announced she was with child. “Of course,” Evelyn added. Now she was ill and starving and begging Evelyn to intercede with our father on her behalf. “On her way here, even… to eat,” Evelyn broke down, sobbing into Frances’s shoulder, “she had to… with men… just to eat.”

I didn’t then understand what this meant, let alone how Grace could be having a baby, for Evelyn had not mentioned her being married.

“Where is Grace now?” I asked.

“I left her at the crossroads. She will not come until I have spoken to Father.”

At this Frances jumped up and snatched up her shawl.

“I will go to her,” she said, and ran out.

“He will be kind, will he not, Evelyn?”

Evelyn looked at me.

“I’m sure when he knows she carries his grandchild his heart will soften towards her,” she said and kissed me on the forehead before telling me to stay in our room and disappearing downstairs. I lay down on our bed to await the outcome of the interview but almost immediately heard raised voices. I ran out onto the landing and saw Father emerge from his study, followed by Evelyn, who was hanging onto his sleeve.

“Please, Father, I beg of you, if you won’t have her back at least let her come in and eat something. Grace is—”

Sometimes something happens that changes everything. My father struck Evelyn, hard, across the face.

“I forbid you to mention her name again!” he said. “Ever!”

Evelyn stood absolutely still, her hand to her cheek, staring at him. Something had shifted in her.

“I’m going to bring her back,” she declared, and moved towards the door. My father sprang forward and snatched her by the arm.

“If you leave this house now, you may never return.” His voice sounded strangled. His face was purple. “You are as wicked as she is.”

“It is not me that is wicked!” cried Evelyn, struggling to free herself.

“Don’t go, Evelyn!” I cried, running down the stairs. But she went to the door and was gone.

I stood before my father, trembling.

“Punish me, Father!” I cried. “I was the one who made them watch the play! It’s all my fault! Beat me, lock me up, do what you will, but please don’t send my sisters away!”

He said nothing, but looked at me in a strange new way.

“Evelyn!” I cried, and ran to the door. As I grabbed hold of the latch a sound made me turn back. Father had fallen to his knees, gasping, and was clutching his chest. I knew I should do something. Should I run for the doctor? Or should I stay and help Father? He collapsed sideways and lay on the floor. I hopped from foot to foot, afraid to approach him, afraid to leave him. I snatched his coat from its hook, wrapped it into a bundle and endeavoured to make a pillow for his head. I knelt beside my father, watching him, his deep scooping breaths becoming more laboured, then shallower. Then he was quiet for a few moments and with a great moan he was still.

Now I had killed Father as well as Mother.

[image: Illustration]

Straight after the funeral the whole family gathered at our house, to decide what was to be done with me, Evelyn and Frances, now that we were orphans. That is to say, the whole family except Grace, who was not at the crossroads when my sisters had gone to find her that night. We learned from Clarissa’s husband that she had been taken up by the watch and conveyed to the House of Correction. He was not without influence in the town, being himself a clergyman, and had contrived matters so that her connection with our family was not made public. Clarissa beamed round the table at this great achievement, although we knew that this meant Grace’s baby would be taken from her as soon as it was born. It didn’t seem anything to smile about to my childish mind.

The Reverend Grimwade then talked about finding homes for me, Evelyn and Frances, as though we were so many puppies. He looked expectantly at Diana and her husband.

“I only came to borrow a book!” said Mr Pincher, but no one laughed. He cleared his throat and shifted in his seat.

“In that case,” Reverend Grimwade said, “Clarissa and I propose to take in Frances. She can help with the children.”

Frances looked as if she were going to be sick. Of all of us she was the least suited to domestic life, being something of a tomboy and always happiest roving about the fields. To keep her indoors – moreover under Clarissa’s chilly eye – would be like tying a bottle to a dog’s tail.

“We will ask Aunt Madge to take in Evelyn,” said Clarissa.

To be parted from Evelyn was a horror I had not thought of. I felt the room and everything in it roll about.

“What about H?” I heard Evelyn saying.

I looked at the grown-ups and they all looked somewhere else. What were they not saying? Where was I going?

Then I saw Evelyn’s chin was trembling and Frances’s face was red. Evelyn was upset and Frances was angry. What did it mean? Then it struck me. Nobody wanted me.

“Let’s see what Aunt Madge says about Evelyn first,” said Reverend Grimwade. “She will earn her keep of course. We seek no charity.”

[image: Illustration]

Now I must fill you in on a piece of family history. Aunt Madge was the widow of a Royalist soldier, killed at Stow-on-the-Wold in the very last battle of the First Civil War. Under the Commonwealth, all his assets had been sequestered. Aunt Madge had married again and the recent death of her second husband and his legacy, added to the recovery of her fortune from her first husband after the Restoration, had left her more than comfortably situated. The highlight of our year had always been our trip to London to visit her. Her two sons, who were away at school during our visits, like Grace and Frances, were twins, and identical in appearance but vastly different in their natures. Frederick was quiet and studious, but Roger, the elder, was reputedly a most tearing spark, and a source of great anxiety to her. Perhaps because she had only boys, Aunt Madge was very fond of us girls.

“I won’t go,” Evelyn said, as we lay in bed that night.

“You will,” I said. “You must.”

We were turning the matter over in our minds, when Frances crept in.

“I must tell you something,” she whispered, and we made room for her in our bed. “I’m not going to Clarissa’s,” she said. “I’m going to run away.”

I instantly guessed this had something to do with her soldier-boy. Evelyn and I spent all our idle moments together, but Frances preferred to spend her rare hours of freedom thinking about this boy, for whom she had conceived – it seemed to me – an odd sort of affection. One time I came upon them together in the woods while I was collecting sticks for the fire. I drew back as soon as I saw them, not exactly to spy, rather so as not to be observed while I indulged my curiosity – though Evelyn later pointed out that this was precisely what spying was. I mean to say that I had not set out to spy on them, but now that I was there, I was interested to see what they were doing. It was not at all what I had expected.

Frances appeared to be marching up and down and going through a kind of drill while her soldier-boy shouted orders. She had a stick for a musket and on his command appeared to go through a routine which I supposed involved loading it. After she had done this several times, he caught her by the arm and tried to kiss her, but she pushed him away and said “Again!” and they repeated the whole performance. I did not stay to see more, and after I had told Evelyn about it, did not think of it again until much later, and did not understand it until later still.

“But Clarissa is taking you in, Frankie. That is kind, is it not?” I ventured, as although I had never cared much for Clarissa, this had seemed well-intentioned in my eyes.

Evelyn sighed.

“Not as a sister,” she said. “As a servant. Frances will be a living sign of Clarissa’s charity to the world. And full cheaper than a nursemaid.”

“So, in fine, I am not going to Clarissa,” said Frances.

To my surprise, Evelyn did not argue with Frances’s rebellion, as she usually would, being so good and wise.

“The garrison leaves next week for Cheltenham. I am going with it,” she said. “We’ll speak tomorrow.” She kissed us both quickly, scampered off to her own room and left us full of confusing thoughts as to what was to become of us all. Any security I had believed in in this world was vanishing and I held fast to Evelyn that night as I knew she too might disappear, along with every certainty I had hitherto clung to.
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We awoke the next morning to a knock at the door. It was a messenger boy with a letter. I took it quickly and gave him a penny. I ran up to give it to Evelyn.

“It’s too soon to be from Aunt Madge,” she said. “And look, it is addressed to us both.”


Dear sisters,

Do not worry, I will be quite all right. The boy who delivered this should be proof enough of that.

Love from

Frankie xxx.



I ran to Frances’s room. She was not there but her clothes were. This made no sense. I ran down to the front door to call the boy back, but he was gone. I ran back up to our bedroom window, to see down into the lane. There was the boy. I struggled to open the creaking window and called out “Hie! You! Boy!” and the boy heard me, and turned, and still walking, but backwards, waved to me and smiled, and I saw to my astonishment that the boy was Frances. With her hair cut off and dressed in man’s apparel, she did indeed look just like a boy.

“Come back!” I shouted.

“No fear!” she called back, and was gone.

Most amazed, I ran to Evelyn and told her. She did not look as surprised as I had expected.

“Why?” I cried. “She has cut off all her pretty hair! I don’t understand.”

“She has not just gone away with the garrison,” explained Evelyn, “she will join the garrison.”

“To be a soldier?” I asked, incredulous. “Did you know?”

“Yes,” said Evelyn. “I guessed. That is to say, I suspected.”

“Will she… will she pass for a boy?” I asked.

“What do you think? You answered the door.”

And I had to confess that if I did not recognise my own sister, there was nothing in her appearance to betray her to strangers. Almost flat-chested and with a gait that Clarissa had described as “like a carthorse”, Frances might look more herself as a boy than as a girl. It was all most strange.

“Should we not stop her?” I asked.

Seeing my worried face, Evelyn took my hands and said, “Listen, H. It is what she wants. She has more chance of surviving the army than surviving Clarissa’s nursery. She is free and we can do nothing but wish her well.”

When Clarissa and Diana learned what had happened they quickly gave our neighbours to understand that Frances had joined Grace with distant relations in Scotland. Even in their minds they had put them as far away as possible.

“Another one gone to her ruin,” said Reverend Grimwade. “Thanks be to God your poor parents are not here to suffer this further humiliation,” he added to Clarissa.

“This would appear to be the end of a most distressing episode for us all,” she announced, “and I earnestly hope we will now be able to forget these most undeserving of sisters.”

Even when people died, you remembered them, I reflected. On the tombstones of our parents and Belinda and Abraham, our sister and brother who had died before I was born, it said ‘In loving memory’. To deliberately choose to forget someone seemed to me harsh indeed, especially when they were your own family, and still alive as well.

“H, let this be a lesson of where disobedience ends,” Clarissa added.

“Yes, let this be a lesson,” added Diana, who always liked to remind everyone she was just as respectable as Clarissa.

“However,” Reverend Grimwade said, “I have had a reply from Aunt Madge. She says that she feels it would be impossible to take Evelyn on the terms we suggest.” My selfish little heart sang. She was to be spared to me at least a little longer. “She says H is too young to be parted from her sister and therefore suggests that both Evelyn and H go to live with her.”

And then I don’t know what my heart did – it skipped, it hollered, it turned somersaults. I jumped up and ran to Evelyn and hugged her and we both cried for pure joy and relief.

“You see, it is this unchecked show of emotion the child is subject to which concerns me,” I heard Reverend Grimwade say to Diana’s husband.

“Indeed,” said Mr Pincher, “but she’s not our problem now.”
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Getting into a stagecoach as a child had a thrilling sensation to it that I have never forgot. Quite apart from the novelty of the scenery, the other passengers who got in and out were always entertaining, even if they said nothing, for Evelyn and I would make up stories about them in our heads which we would compare when we were alone.

I must have slept a good deal of the way for when I woke up it was to the sights and sounds of London, where there is everywhere something to look at, and often to wonder at. The sheer number of citizens always struck me forcibly – how so many people lived and worked in one place, how they did not use up all the air just by breathing seemed incredible. The first time I went to London I did not sleep all night, for there were sounds, be it watchmen, linkboys, carriages, chaises, carts, drunks, dogs, church bells near and far, and other unidentifiable cries and crashes. But by the end of my first visit I was in love with the endless noise and the never-ending parade of trade and transport; here you could see the most beautiful people in the world – and the most pitiful wretches – all in the same minute, and, if you had the money, buy anything you could think of. When I went home I could not sleep again, so unused was I to silence, yet the teeming throng of humanity stayed in my head, circling my brains, peopling my dreams for a long time afterwards. Though it was two years since I had been in London, the old sensations quickly came flooding back the moment we were within its great walls.

At home if a coach stopped anywhere everyone looked up to see who would emerge and I felt mightily important if I were one of those people. However, the road to London little by little diminished both the coach and the significance of its occupants, and of course no one looked twice when we got out near Aunt Madge’s house. Everyone was far too busy being Londoners to notice two little girls from the country. Evelyn knew the way to take, and although I was now a great girl of thirteen or thereabouts, I am ashamed to say I still held tight to my sister’s hand in case I should get lost. I sometimes think it is the curse – or blessing – of youngest children that they never quite grow up.

The first to greet us as we arrived at Aunt Madge’s house was a little terrier who barked and barked and would not let us move from the hall until our aunt appeared. She seemed older and more tired than when we had last seen her, but still retained her essential sweetness which made her pretty, and she seemed touchingly pleased to see us, and kissed and embraced us and said how we had grown and we were now quite young ladies and so on. The little dog sniffed us and our shoes and our baggage suspiciously but finally seemed satisfied that we would do and contented himself with following our aunt about.

“I got him when your uncle fell ill,” explained Aunt Madge. “He kept him company when he was confined to his bed. And now he keeps me company.”

“What’s his name?” asked Evelyn.

“Your uncle named him Puss,” replied our aunt, raising her eyebrows.

Our uncle had indeed been a merry man and though we saw little of him as he worked long hours, he would sometimes play with us, which our own father never did, and let us ride on his back like a donkey, and also make us laugh by playing jokes and tricks, mostly on poor Aunt Madge, which he would then blame on us.

Uncle Harry was a spicer and they had this great house in Cheapside with his shop underneath – all the merchants’ houses in that district having shops below, and being often split into several apartments above. After my uncle’s death, my aunt had considered removing to the country (where she had a house and lands I had never seen, left to her by her first husband), and disposing of the whole Cheapside property, or letting it as divided dwellings. However, in the event she had only let the shop to a bookseller and kept the kitchen at the back on the ground floor and all the four floors above. She was too old to face the rigours of country life, she said (though I believe she was not above fifty years of age), London having spoiled and made her unfit for it. She also said the London house would always be worth a deal of money because of where it was situated, at the heart of the city’s trade and commerce, and she could sell it at any time and live comfortably elsewhere.

As it was a great house with ever so many rooms, Aunt Madge had given us each our own bedchamber but Evelyn saw my face, I think, and quickly said, “We should like to share if it is all the same to you, Aunt, and then you will have an extra room for visitors.” Then when we had seen the bedchambers, which were most comfortable, Aunt Madge took us down to the kitchen, which I had never been in before, where there was a stout red-faced woman making pastry, and two brown children, who were filling up a great cauldron with water.

The red-faced woman did not drop so much as a cursory bob to my aunt when we came in, which I thought mighty strange, and was introduced as Cook. The children were Sal, who was about eight years old, and her brother Joe who was a year or two older. Sal looked after the hearths and Joe fetched water, ran errands, carried messages and was a general dogsbody. I wondered how Aunt Madge came to have two little Indians in the house, but held my tongue as I had one question more pressing.

When we came out of the kitchen, I asked my aunt why Cook had not curtsied, or even nodded, as lame servants may, to her mistress. My aunt simply said, “Cook is a Quaker,” and seeing that this did not convey any meaning to me, added, “she believes we are all equal in the sight of God.”

I thought about this reasonable belief for a moment before asking my aunt if she minded. She said no, she didn’t mind, but you couldn’t have a servant like that upstairs as people of quality wouldn’t understand. Emboldened by my aunt’s answers I asked about the brown children and she said it was a long story she would tell us someday. I thought she started to sound tired and resolved to ask no more questions if I could help it. Later on we were to meet the footmen, who were to be addressed by their Christian names, Reg and Ted, as they were brothers, and Potter and Potter would have led to too much confusion, and the maids, Fanny, Sarah and Alice were also introduced to us. They were all very pleasant, but it seemed to me a great number of people to look after just one lady.

Aunt Madge showed us the rest of the house, as she had had some rooms done over after our uncle died. In the main room, where Aunt Madge and we girls were to spend many happy times together, a new picture hung over the fireplace, showing Aunt Madge seated at a table and her twin sons standing either side of her. She said that it was in fact a painting of herself and two Fredericks, as Roger had invariably missed the appointments to sit for the painter, which she seemed a little sad about. We had not seen the painting before as Aunt had commissioned it for her husband and had hung it in our uncle’s office.

“You will recall your uncle was a very busy man, and always in and out and missing meals. The painting was sort of a jest from me, to remind him of what his family looked like. Now I wish I’d had one done of him.”

Lastly, we came to the largest chamber in the house, immediately above the shop, which had been our uncle’s office, and which hitherto I had only glimpsed through the door, it being out of bounds. Here sacks and barrels of goods were stored, and two or three boys had assisted my uncle with inventories, bills of sale, calculations and so on, and used to run up and down the stairs continually between the office and the shop with messages and queries. I was looking forward to having a closer view of this room as Madge unlatched the great door and stood back to enjoy the effect on us. For it was entirely changed. This vast space was now lined entirely with books. We gasped.

“I did not know what to do with this room,” she said, “so I brought the library up from Frocester. We never had space for it in town before.” She could see at once that we approved of the transformation she had effected.

We had had few books at home, and reading, apart from the Bible, had never been encouraged. None of us had been to school. Mother had taught our elder sisters perhaps hoping it would in a manner filter down through the family, which it did tolerably. I could read and write with great facility from an early age, but my general knowledge was lamentable. I was also, as I think Evelyn was, still quite innocent of the ways of the world. Grace’s fate had formed a horrible lesson which seemed to teach that the less we knew the better.

This was like opening the gates of paradise.

“Here, my dears,” she announced, “is your university. Read widely and without prejudice. The whole world is within these walls. It is at your disposal in your leisure hours.”

Evelyn and I looked at each other with open mouths before giggling uncontrollably. We would spend many happy hours in this haven, earnestly bent on improving our minds and attempting to build on the shamefully small stock of our knowledge of this world. However, you should by no means picture two serious little scholars, for we derived much nearer pleasure from reading poetry, and read and re-read one we thought very rude, which was only two lines long and was called ‘Her Legs’. It ran:


Fain would I kiss my Julia’s dainty leg,
Which is as white and hairless as an egg.



We also delighted in horrifying each other with pictures from books of medicine, and making each other shriek with laughter by reading from plays and acting out the parts, especially the great manly parts, huffing at the gods and so on.

Grace’s fate had confirmed in us a healthy respect for the dangers of theatre-going but we did not believe (as our father had) that just reading plays was a vicious pastime. Father had more than once delivered sermons on this subject.

“Nothing is more disappointing than to come upon a young person, in the attitude of study, to discover they are reading…” here he would pause dramatically, “a play-book. For if a young man comes to be in love with plays, the next step will be to love playhouses, and if he does not take great care, the next advance might be perhaps to a bawdy house. For plays make a jest of adultery, a joke of fornication, in short, a mock of sin. Thereby the playhouse is the Whore’s Exchange; the Devil’s Church.”

Aunt Madge and her husbands had also collected a vast array of what my father would certainly have called seditious literature. Amongst these, those we liked the best dealt with women’s lot. Until we came to Aunt Madge’s library, we had no idea that there even were pamphlets and books about women, excepting those that likened us to goddesses and other nonsense or those that taught us housewifery. Here there were writings about things I had never thought to question, but only wondered at, like why a boy should be better than a girl; why a husband should have control of all his wife’s money and property; and a hundred other intriguing matters. It was as if someone had said “there is no God”. These books and pamphlets turned everything upside down and looked at it anew, without being afraid or thinking it was sinful.

We would read and re-read phrases from these until we knew them by heart and could summon them like incantations at will. After receiving a letter from our sister Clarissa, full of her solemn admonishments to live cleanly and find husbands, we would intone Margaret Cavendish, who was our favourite. I can still remember some of this magic: “We are kept like birds in cages to hop up and down in our houses. We are shut out of all power and authority, by reason that we are never employed either in civil or martial affairs. Our counsels are despised and laughed at, the best of our actions are trodden down with scorn, by the overweening conceit men have of themselves and a thorough despisement of us.” I am not sure I understood it all, but it made me feel stronger and better.

This was all, of course, our secret. We did not venture these opinions at table or in company. We hugged these secret comforters close to ourselves. When I think of that library now I realise I have omitted a most important aspect of the pleasure of being in it, which was the smell, which I can summon even after all these years. The scent of cloves, cinnamon, nutmeg, and all manner of other spices which used to be stored there still clung to the walls and floors, scenting even the books. It added a wholesome sweetness and pungency to our reading.
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It was an odd sort of a life we led with Aunt Madge. When the Reverend Grimwade had written to her he had offered us as a sort of upper servants in return for our board. We were used to hard work and knew all the domestic arts, as our father had kept no servants but Annie Foster, the cook. The first day Aunt Madge would not let us work; it was a holiday, she said, and we explored the streets roundabout the house which were like rivers of activity and noise. I was most shocked by the fishwives who carried their wares in baskets on their heads with great expertise and let loose torrents of the most foul abuse to one another, including many words I had never heard before. Still, they did not seem to be really angry at each other but only, in a sort, to be prating in their own language. We walked all the way to the real river, and though Evelyn said I had seen it before I must have been little as I did not remember seeing such a marvel.

Londoners perhaps cannot imagine how the Thames seems to a stranger and take for granted this watery thoroughfare, busier, even, than the greater streets, and as full of hazard, with the great boats going up and down its length while the hundreds of smaller boats criss-cross from side to side as well. And the bridge, I think my favourite part in all of London, stretching across, packed tight with shops and houses. I used to dream of living in one of the houses, and wonder what it would be like to look out of the window and see the river flowing underneath you. And I wondered at how it had never been finished, until Evelyn laughed and told me it had been finished, but there had been a fire and the buildings at the end were lost. Still I did not understand how they had not built it up again, as I thought there must be great demand for such houses, and it was not as if there were other bridges. I earnestly wished to have a waterman take us across the river so I could walk back across the bridge, but Evelyn said another day, and besides we had no money, and perhaps I had better learn to swim before gadding in boats and such.

The next day after we had had our breakfast, Aunt Madge said: “Now I know you girls are anxious to be about your business,” and took us into a large upper room where she opened a cupboard containing a deal of plain linen. Then she opened a pretty box (though in truth everything in her house was pretty) which for a moment to my fevered brain appeared to be full of jewels, but it was coloured silks, and they were of every colour of the rainbow and every shade in between – there must have been six or seven greens alone.

“Embroidery!” I said, ravished by their richness and the thought of handling them.

“I need, let me see, twelve, say fourteen napkins.”

“What design?” asked Evelyn.

“Oh, you may choose,” said Aunt Madge.

“What colours?” asked Evelyn.

“You decide, my chick,” said Aunt Madge.

I had only ever used cheap wools and cotton threads before, and all we had been allowed to make were kneelers for the church or samplers with improving mottoes. It fell to our father to choose these and he never chose anything beautiful or uplifting, but always admonishments, such as ‘Lying lips are an abomination to the Lord’, or ‘Out of thine own mouth will I judge thee’, or ‘Thou art weighed in the balances, and art found wanting.’ (One day Evelyn had made me laugh so hard I was sent to our room, as she pointed out a quotation from the Bible to me, whispering that if father or the Reverend Grimwade wanted a kneeler, she had found a motto for them. It was from Ecclesiastes and ran: ‘Be not righteous overmuch.’) The endless handkerchiefs we also made we had not been allowed to decorate at all as Father thought it would encourage vanity, but in any case, while I stitched, I imagined I was sewing flowers and things anyway.

“Aunt Madge,” said Evelyn, in a tone that made me feel she was going to give voice to a difficulty. “This is not work. You are very kind and I see what you intend, but this is not work. This is what ladies do to pass their leisure time. It is not what women are paid to do – not, of course, Aunt, that we want to be paid. When our brother-in-law wrote to you, he asked that you might give us board and lodging in exchange for real work, as servants do, until we may find our feet in this great city and gain independent employment.”

Aunt Madge sighed and sank into a chair. And then she said that she had all the servants she needed. If she were to give us their work she would have to send them away and they depended on her. This was their home as well as their employment. Some of them, like Sal who looked after the hearths, and her little brother Joe, had no other home and no family. Here Evelyn and I looked and felt very sorry, as we had not thought of any of this.

“Then why, Aunt, why did you agree to have us come to you?”

Again, Aunt Madge sighed.

“You and your sisters came to me for a visit each time there was another baby to give your mother a rest, and then when she died,” here she smiled sadly at me, “I asked you to come every year anyway. I have always been very fond of you girls, and I have only my boys,” and here she stopped and seemed to hold her breath, and we guessed why for we knew Roger was nothing but a source of sorrow to her. “Anyway,” she said, looking kindly at us, “I was never able to do anything for all of you, you being such a numerous family, but when I learned of your father’s death and received Reverend Grimwade’s letter I was pleased to invite you two. To keep me company is employment enough, is it not?”

“This is all very kind, Aunt,” said Evelyn, “but we cannot accept your charity.”

Oh but we can! I thought. I had never thought Evelyn to be so proud. This was becoming a most unhappy interview.

“Well,” said she, standing up. “Let us reconvene this evening. In the meantime I beg you to consider how you may remain here. I should be very sorry to let you go.” And after I dropped my curtsey my head smacked her on the chin as I came up, as she had moved to kiss me. As she rubbed her chin and I apologised she smiled ruefully at us. “Yes, we must indeed come to an understanding,” she said, and swept out.

We immediately set about finding employment. First we went down to the kitchen and asked Cook if there was anything we could do to help her. Having established that “the missus” had authorised this initiative she produced a great greasy book. Laying it on the table and opening it before us upside down we at once understood the nature of the service we could do her.

“My mother gave me this girt book,” she said. “She’s long gone now and it’s all I have of her. She couldn’t read it no more than I can and I should like to know what’s in it.” She looked at us as if she were sizing whether we were equal to this task. “You do read, I suppose?” she said.

We said we did and told her it was a book of recipes which greatly pleased her and agreed to read some of it to her each day, so she could choose those she fancied the sound of and perhaps make them. As a result of this interview we learned that none of the three maids nor Joe and Sal could read, and we offered to teach any of those that wanted it. Cook was doubtful that the maids would bother with it, though Sarah, she said, had a beau who wrote her letters she puzzled over, and she had asked the Potter brothers, who did read a little, to read one to her once, but they had teased her so unmercifully she had never asked again. And she thought Sal and Joe were young enough to learn and it did make life easier after all, especially in these days when everyone seemed to read. I was about to offer to read the Bible to her if she liked, but then remembered she was a Quaker and, as I had no idea what this entailed apart from us all being equal, thought I had better not in case I offended her.

We spent the rest of the day going over the house making a list of all the things we could do, our criteria being that they were useful, but did not encroach on the employment of anyone else. We discovered that the library was in no order, with all kinds of books mixed together, and that we could arrange them more conveniently. We found that apart from the maids’ rooms and our room, no one had gone into the other attic rooms for years, which were full of things useful and useless intermingled. Here was another task. And while the maids did the day-to-day mending of clothes and linen, we found no one was responsible for a frayed cushion here, a curtain with a falling hem there, and so on, and that such items were usually replaced when they got too disreputable rather than repaired before this was necessary. By the time we sat down with our aunt after dinner we had a long list of ways in which we could make ourselves useful. She listened with some amusement as Evelyn explained our plan, and when she had finished asked, “Are either of you clever with figures?”

“I used to do Father’s household accounts,” said Evelyn. “He said they were always very tidy.”

“Excellent,” said Aunt Madge and opened a drawer stuffed with papers. “I am at a loss to comprehend all that – your uncle used to take care of everything, and I have no head for it. Could you assist?”

“I’ll do my best!” said Evelyn.

Aunt Madge seemed very pleased.

“Well, girls, are you satisfied now? I seem to have lost two nieces and gained a secretary and a housekeeper. May I assume you will do me the honour of remaining a little longer as it now seems to me that this household could not have managed a moment longer without you?”

We knew our aunt was teasing us, but were as happy as she was that we had settled a way to live together, at least for the time being.

We met ever so many interesting people at this time, as Aunt Madge was a woman with many friends. She had a dinner party on the first Friday of every month for her two favourites, an old bachelor and an old widower, as she did not seem over-fond of female company. Respectable women were, she believed, too careful of their own reputations to unbend and be entertaining, and the presence of unrespectable women, who might be better company, cast too doubtful a shadow on her own virtue, as she lived without a man in the house who might otherwise be expected to govern her. It was all too delicate, so she stuck in the main to gentlemen, and gentlemen, at that, too elderly “to be a nuisance”.

“For you know of course,” she told us, “a woman who has lost her good name is dead while she lives,” and she looked at us wistfully, as if she wondered whether we understood how narrow were the gates and how straight the road we had to pass through. “London is not like the country, my dears,” she said. “You must always have an eye to your backs, especially where ladies of quality are concerned. Here there are women aplenty who will gladly murder another’s good name, if it serves to reflect agreeably on their own character. The world has cast us on hard ground indeed, where men do as they please and care nothing for reputation, so fling it to the women to fight over.”
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     D
    espite what had happened to Grace I was mad to see a play and the longer I lived in London, the more I felt sure that I had a good stock of the gorm she had lacked. I knew the London playhouses were nothing like the travelling players we had seen and the footmen, who loved to see the plays, told me such tales of how the playhouses were vastly improved since before the late troubles. In the old days, Reg said, the playhouses had no roof so if it rained everyone got wet but now they were indoors and had lights and scenes that moved and music and people of all quality went and even the King, he swore, he had seen there once (though I thought in this he must be mistaken), and instead of boys being the women there were real women (just as Katharina had said) and
    
     such beauties
    , he said
    
     so bold
    . And most of all, Ted said, the plays were not all about kings and queens and huffing at the gods (though there were these still) and ending with everybody dead, but plays
    
     these
    days, with people in them like they are today, dressed as we dress now, doing things that people really do and talking about things that really are, and ending with weddings mostly.
   

   
    Early in our stay, Aunt Madge had offered to take us to the playhouse but Evelyn declined and she never asked again. In the first place Father had made it a condition of our earlier visits to London that we were never to be suffered to go to a bear-baiting, an execution or a playhouse. In the second place Evelyn would not allow Aunt Madge to be put to any unnecessary expense on our account. Again, I thought she was too proud, but I always deferred to Evelyn as she was so wise.
   

   
    In any event, I had an opportunity to see inside a playhouse, if not see a play, because the Potters, one of whom Aunt Madge always sent ahead to get her a place, were employed repairing the coach and my aunt asked me if I would go instead and keep places for her and her friend Mrs Macready. I was about fourteen years of age at this time, but felt older, London having grown me up a good deal. It happened that Evelyn was abroad that day on an errand for our aunt so I readily agreed.
   

   
    The playhouse, it has been said, is an enchanted island, where nothing appears in reality what it is nor what it should be. But please do not think this refers to the spectacle on the stage, for as I learned that afternoon the auditorium is its own stage and has its own play. I took my place in the pit, which Aunt Madge always maintained was the best place in the house, and looked about me. Of course, I was most excited but was already wise enough to learn that in society one never acknowledged surprise nor any sense of not belonging. A true Londoner could come upon a singing turnip or a squirrel dancing a jig and not disclose their amazement, if another Londoner were present. And if the other person were
    
     not
    a Londoner he would airily remark that this was an everyday occurrence. Londoners, it is a point of pride, take everything in their stride, however remarkable. It is a sign of their
    
     sang-froid
    , their urbanity. Your true Londoner gives you a superior sense that whatever you have seen they have either seen already or is not worth their notice. This at least I had observed and consequently wore on my face a blank mask which said I knew and was
   

   
    Everyone about me appeared to become larger than life, as if the playhouse gave them license to show their shapes. Next to me a pair of rural gentleman, animated beyond measure, spoke loudly of their conquests of buck and doe, designed to impress, as it would in the country, which now I, a hardened Londoner, inwardly smirked at; there a languid beau, primped and pinked within an inch of his life, dared barely move a muscle
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
    
    
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
    
    
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

  
 




    Vážení čtenáři, právě jste dočetli ukázku z knihy The Strange Adventures of H.

    Pokud se Vám ukázka líbila, na našem webu si můžete zakoupit celou knihu.
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