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For Deb Newton

With all love and delight 
in the joy and beauty you bring to the world







I saw these marvelous people, 
they were absolutely beautiful, 
but they had feathers where brains should be.

—LYTTON STRACHEY, QUOTED IN ROBIN MUIR, CECIL BEATON’S BRIGHT YOUNG THINGS
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First Witch: Where hast thou been, sister?

Second Witch: Killing swine.

—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, MACBETH










PART 
1








CHAPTER 1

The day I met Tamsin, I woke overcome by a hunger I couldn’t name, a yearning so powerful that sometimes when I felt it, I’d cry for no reason that I could explain to my father or Martin. Other times, I wanted to run naked across the tangled lawn of our remote estate, Kerrith, where we’d lived since shortly before the war.

I was a girl when we left London. The war had ended years before. I’d been in London on Armistice Day with my father and Martin, seen the crowds in the street, people shrieking as though they were animals set free from the zoo. I’d been too young to understand the kissing and groping that surrounded us.

But now, I’d recently turned eighteen. I wanted to be a wild animal too. I wanted to kiss someone, anyone. I wanted to bite someone, to draw blood. To run and never stop.







CHAPTER 2

When I went down to breakfast, only my father was at the table. A marmalade pot weighted down the sheaf of scribbled-over script pages and notes he’d been worrying over for the past few weeks.

“Martin out already?” I asked.

My father grunted without glancing up from his script. After two years, he’d finally found investors for a production of The Tempest. He’d play Prospero, and direct. Behind him, thin sunshine seeped through windows that needed cleaning after the winter storms had left them cloudy with salt and dead leaves.

I helped myself to the toast and rhubarb marmalade left out by our cook, Mrs. Fletcher. My long hair was tucked beneath a cap left behind by a friend of Martin’s two years earlier. A heavy dark blue man’s jumper hid my breasts, and instead of a dress I wore wool trousers I’d nicked from Martin’s wardrobe. I had on the same sturdy walking shoes I wore every day.

To my relief, my father seemed not to notice how I was dressed. He barely noticed me at all.

Until recently, he’d never made a fuss about me wearing boys’ clothes. It was only after Miss Irikos, my governess, had left the previous autumn that he began to scowl when he met me in the hall. When I was younger, Miss Irikos had been amused by my alter ego, Oliver. She prided herself on having been arrested with Emmeline Pankhurst and agreed with me that Oliver’s clothes were more suitable than mine for painting. On winter nights, she’d curl up alongside me and stroke my hair as we pored over the art books her lady friend, an artist, posted her from London.

She was less successful in attempting to educate me on the cause of women’s suffrage. Most of the books she gave me remained unread, often shoved under my bed, where I hoped, in vain, she wouldn’t find them. Mary Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of Woman. My Own Story, by Emmeline Pankhurst. Eleanor Marx-Aveling’s translation of Madame Bovary.

“Karl Marx’s daughter,” Miss Irikos said with pride when she caught me uncharacteristically rapt in the Flaubert.

“Who’s he?”

She despaired of ever truly educating me, at least in socialist politics. Perhaps because of that, in the months before she left, Miss Irikos grew more distant.

“You’re a very beautiful young woman, Livvie, not a girl anymore. But you don’t want your beauty to be the only thing you’re known for.”

Now Miss Irikos lived with her lady friend in Bloomsbury. I missed her terribly.

I ate my toast and rhubarb marmalade in silence. My father drank his coffee—one of the few luxuries we maintained—scowling as he scribbled notes in the margins of his script. When I finished my toast, I filched two hard-boiled eggs from the salver along with some sliced bread, quickly wrapped them in a napkin, and slid them into a pocket.

“I’m off to Carn Kerys,” I announced as I walked away.

My father raised his head. His face was unshaven, his eyes bleary. He was banking on Prospero saving his flagging career. If it did, we’d be able to pay off creditors and repair the leaking roof in the sitting room. Under the terms of his lease with Lord Llayson, my father was responsible for Kerrith’s upkeep. Martin argued with my father constantly about him paying to maintain another man’s home.

“We could live like lords if we moved to Paris!” Martin would exclaim. “Look at Claude and Glenn Haverstone, that beautiful house they have in the Fifth, with a cook—a real cook!—and a man who comes in daily and a girl who lives in and—”

“Not while I draw breath,” my father would reply in a frigid tone. Leaving England would mean that his career as a well-respected actor was over; it would be an even more serious exile than the one he and Martin endured here in the West Country. Despite his love for Martin and his career in the theater, my father was in many ways a deeply conventional man, terrified of a loss of social standing, of gossip about himself or me, his only child. Since my mother’s death two years ago, the precarity of his life and the lie that had made it possible had eaten away at him like a cancer. Shouted arguments over my attire, my unladylike manners, and, most of all, my total lack of interest in marriage and society had become daily skirmishes.

Now his icy gaze traveled from my face to my clothes. “Good God. I told you to stop this, Olivia. You’re not a child anymore.”

“Oh, you’ve finally noticed.”

I stared back at him, saw the color rise in his gray face. “Don’t you dare speak to me like that. Your mother always said I should send you to Mrs. Harrison’s.” Mrs. Harrison’s was a finishing school in Kent. “And she was right, damn it! I forbid you to walk out dressed like a—like a freak.”

“A freak?” I stared at Martin’s empty plate on the table beside my father’s. “You’re a hypocrite. Damn yourself,” I retorted, and ran back to my bedroom.

I retrieved a man’s woolen overcoat from the armoire, something else I’d nicked, this item from a guest last Christmas. I thought about taking my sketchbook but didn’t. I was too angry, in too much of a hurry to get out onto the moor.

I grabbed my canteen, filled it from the ironware jug I kept at my bedside, and hurried to the disused music room down the hall. It was crammed with ugly Victorian furniture and rotting valises that disgorged disintegrating ballgowns and mold-blackened letters. I pushed past a broken Chinese screen, squeezed through the door onto the terrace’s uneven flagstones outside. Cracked terra-cotta pots and urns lay on their sides, overgrown with snapdragons and straggling ivy.

But the air was cool and fresh, the lichen-green lawn shimmering with dew. A few sheep cropped the long grass. The sound of waves drifted up from Kerys Cove along with the mineral reek of seaweed drying on rocks above the high-tide mark; farmers gathered it to lay on their fields.

I found the path that led through densely overgrown rhododendrons and avoided the uneven flagstones jutting from the ground. A fallen menhir, hauled down from the moor to serve as a hitching post, showed where an ancient footpath rose to swells of moor grass and gorse. Long ago, trees had been harvested from these hills and used in shipbuilding or for fuel. These days, we used bundles of dried furze, stacked like rolled-up newspapers in the hallway. After a storm, Martin would join others on the shore gathering driftwood, which burned with a ghastly green glow from salt.

Up here, the wind blew so hard, my cheeks ached. I yanked my cap down over my ears and let the cold take the edge off my rage. The wild landscape, with its forbidding granite menhirs and tangled blackthorns; the ancient stone field systems that formed patterns like a drunken spider’s web; the soaring sky, which could shift from the purest blue to pewter to charcoal in the space of an hour; and the endless sweep of sea—nothing else ever came close to mirroring what I thought of as my soul. Walking to Carn Kerys, I felt part of the landscape, as untrammeled as the goshawks hunting overhead. Here, no one cared if I was a freak.

The roar of waves in Kerys Cove receded as I climbed. Granite outcroppings reared up from the heath, splotched with orange lichen like spilled paint. An olive-black line of clouds scudded from the east, casting the world into twilight as they obscured the sun, which reemerged, blinding, in a sky the same teal blue as the sea.

After I’d walked for a quarter of an hour, the rough footpath surrendered to open moor. Stonecrop covered the boulders, flesh pink against the gray stone. A hen harrier arrowed above me, so close I heard the wind hooting through its black-tipped wings. Martin had once captured a fledgling in hopes of taming it, but it clawed his face in its frantic need to escape, so he set it free.

When I’d walked nearly an hour, I paused for a moment beside a standing stone. A Victorian artist had done a painting of it, titling the work Merlin’s Spear—sentimental claptrap for the tourists who bought postcards in St. Ives.

Still, I loved it and all the other strange stone monuments that were everywhere in Penwith, rising like upright coffins from the heath, used as doorsteps on farms, bolstering the stone walls. Stone circles and standing stones, ancient graves and barrows like Carn Kerys—I would have given anything to understand their secrets.

At last I reached the hill’s summit, the wind-scoured bedrock exposed between scraggly patches of grass. Four immense stones held up a capstone, high enough to stand beneath. Carn Kerys. In high summer, picnickers and painters dotted the hillside. Otherwise, I never saw a soul here.

Now I halted in disbelief.

Beneath the capstone, a girl sat cross-legged on the ground. About my age, wearing a dark coat too large for her wiry frame. She clasped her knees as she stared down at the cliffs and the sea beyond. Despite the raw wind, she was bareheaded, her long black hair whipping around her face. Her cheeks were reddened by the cold. I’d made no effort to move quietly, yet it was only when I stopped that she turned and scrambled to her feet.

“Who are you?” she shouted.

She was nearly as tall as I was, but the hem of her gray skirt only grazed her knees. Black stockings bunched around skinny legs and above scuffed walking shoes. She swiped lank black hair from her eyes as she stared at me, frightened but also challenging.

I hesitated, then stepped toward her. She reached into her coat pocket. Something glittered in her hand, and she lunged at me.

Before I could move, she’d knocked me to the ground. I fell on my back, tried to shout, but she’d already locked an arm around my throat. I was too shocked to struggle, and she tightened her hold, squeezing out what breath I had as she clung to me like a spider monkey. Black ink spilled across my vision. I heard her panting as, unable to breathe, I let my head loll forward and my body go limp. With all my remaining strength, I flung myself backward.

My skull cracked against her jaw. The girl grunted, her hold loosening as I struck out blindly with my fist. With a groan, she released me. I lurched to my feet, gagging as I tried to catch my breath. The girl lay curled on her side, eyes shut. For a horrible moment, I thought I’d killed her. Or—worse—badly injured her. If she was dead, I could run home to Kerrith. It could be hours or even a day before she was found. If she was only hurt, she’d go to the police.

“Hello?” I said hoarsely. It hurt to speak. “Are you all right?”

She didn’t move. I glanced in the direction of home, saw my cap on the ground. I grabbed it, deciding to run. The girl’s croaking voice stopped me:

“Wait. Who are you?” She pushed herself up, pointing at my head. “You’re not, you’re not a…”

I stared at her, cap in hand. Then I understood. My hair. She rubbed her chin, wincing. “You’re a girl. You right knocked me out.”

“You attacked me! Why’d you do that?”

“Why? Why?” She gestured at my hair, my long overcoat and trousers. “I thought you were just another one, didn’t I?”

“Another one what?”

She shot me a look of such contempt that I felt ashamed without knowing why. Cheeks flaming, I tugged my cap farther down, tucked my hair beneath it.

“What do you think?” she demanded. “Dressed like that.”

Gingerly she got to her feet. Her dark coat was speckled with dead grass; she looked as though she’d fallen into a hayrick. Eyeing me warily, she reached to tug at one of her stockings. “Ugh, it’s torn. My aunt’ll scream about that,” she said.

“Who’s your aunt?”

“Who’s yourself?”

Before I could answer, she crouched and plucked something from the ground—a silver penknife. She stood, cocking her head as she repeated her question, the penknife now pointed at me: “Who are you?”

I squared my shoulders, poised to fight if she made another move toward me. I pointed in the direction of Kerrith. “I live that way.”

“Not what I asked, is it?” She sighed. “Jesus. I thought you’d followed me. I thought you were a man.” She twisted her hand so the penknife shone in the light. “I would’ve gutted you.”

“You would have tried,” I retorted. “Maybe I would’ve gutted you.”

For an instant that same wild rage flared in her eyes. Then her expression calmed. “You’re a girl,” she repeated.

I shrugged. She continued to stare at me, curious. Appraising, even. Boys in St. Ives looked at me like that, and so did Maurice Kelville, a writer acquaintance of my father who’d invested in two of his plays. Kelville would slide a hand up my leg whenever he had the chance.

“You didn’t fight like a girl,” she went on. “Well, not so much. You fought, at least.”

“So you fight with girls?” I meant it as a joke, but she nodded.

“Once or twice. More to teach them what to do. Like my mum taught me.”

“Your mother taught you to fight?”

“Among other things.” She stepped away from Carn Kerys, tugging her coat around her skinny frame as she dug her hands in her pockets. “I forgot my hat. And gloves. Such an idiot.”

She trembled with the cold, her bravado gone. I didn’t have gloves to give her, and I wouldn’t risk losing my cap. She lifted her face to the sun.

“You live close?” she asked.

“Not far.”

She lowered her head to gaze at me. Which I liked. She wasn’t at all pretty. Her pale face was pinched, her mouth thin. Her hair, black and tangled, stirred in the wind like kelp moving in the tide pools, mysterious and slightly sinister. Her lips were cracked from the cold, and there were fine red lines at the corners of her mouth. Her clothes were plain, not new, but shop-bought. No poorer than the other girls I saw in Penzance or St. Ives working at the stationer’s or the sweet shop, tending to younger brothers and sisters while their mothers baked or cleaned other people’s houses.

I thought how I would like to paint her. Ever since I was very small, I’d loved to draw, copying illustrations from books by Ernest Thompson Seton and Jack London. Miss Irikos gave me my first real paints—a box of Holbein watercolors, proper paints like adults used rather than the little boxes of children’s paints and crayons I received for my birthday and Christmas. She also gave me a box of thick watercolor paper and a portable easel so we could paint outdoors. According to her, the most important thing for a painter was to pay attention.

“‘Look closely,’” Miss Irikos would say, quoting her artist lady friend, “‘look until your eyes bleed.’”

And so I stared at this strange girl. She had greenish-blue eyes, the color of wet slate. When she tilted her head, the sun candled them so that the irises looked translucent, like amber, only green. Her black eyebrows had a natural arch that made her appear at once surprised and dubious.

She saw me staring at her, and I looked away.

“Tide’s coming in,” I said, watching spray erupt around the huge rocks in Kerys Cove. A black-backed gull wheeled high above the rocks.

The girl looked thoughtfully down at the shore. “High tide’s at one forty. Getting late. No wonder I’m hungry.”

“You know the tide?”

She nodded. “You’d be stupid if you didn’t. In Zennor,” she added. “If you’re on a farm, not so much, I guess.”

“Here.” I reached into my pocket, removed one of the slices of bread I’d taken, and offered it to her. “You look hungry.”

“You know I am.”

She settled on the ground, her back against one of the quoit’s upright stones. She still held her silver penknife, which she used to cut the bread in half. She held a piece out to me.

“Thanks, no.” I removed the other slice from my pocket and sat cautiously at the far end of the upright stone, keeping an eye on the penknife. “I have this. And these too.”

I handed her one of the hard-boiled eggs. “Riches,” she said, and laughed.

I smiled, peeled my egg, and ate it, watching her do the same. She ate slowly, catching crumbs on her fingertip and touching it to her tongue. Watching her, I felt a shiver of diffuse pleasure, a sense of coming adrift from my mind but not my body.







CHAPTER 3

My mother, Elspeth, came from a well-off Anglo-Irish family. She had a career as a writer of arch tales set in a Celtic netherworld peopled with louche dryads and fallen gods. My mother wasn’t beautiful, but she had such strong opinions that when she declared to the popular press that she was a great beauty, no one dared to disagree. An atheist and suffragist, she moved to Ireland and lived apart from my father several years before the rest of us decamped to Kerrith—not all that unusual for high bohemians like my parents. Divorce was still scandalous, though much had changed when the war shuffled the social order like a deck of worn-out playing cards.

She died when I was sixteen from some swift-acting cancer that killed her within months.

I saw her only once after she got sick. A skeleton in a pink silk piqué bed jacket, her dyed black hair hanging around her gaunt face like an ill-fitting wig, her breath cold, and her tongue stained green from medicine. I’d been too frightened to speak as Martin gently led me to her so she could kiss me.

“Be a brave girl, then,” she whispered, her soft Irish-accented voice barely audible. “Ah, don’t cry, Livvie, I can’t bear it…”

She gestured at Martin; he whisked me away to the kitchen, where a kind serving girl gave me warm milk and Tivoli chocolate biscuits.

My mother’s death finally exposed my parents’ mariage blanc for what it was. Perhaps it wasn’t unthinkable for my father and Martin to live together in Hampstead, but my father was too vain and fearful to subject himself to gossip. If his career had still been ascendant, maybe, but it had been years since he’d had a successful show. Still, he continued to work, and that income, augmented by some investments, was enough to support us. The money my mother had brought to their marriage was gone, save for a small inheritance that came to me when I turned eighteen.

My father was in his late thirties when we moved to Kerrith. His career, if not floundering, had entered that twilight phase for an actor whose success had never achieved dazzling heights. I never knew the charismatic young man who’d played Hamlet and Mr. Horner and the male lead in a dozen melodramas, though Kerrith was filled with so many portraits and framed photographs, it resembled a provincial theater lobby.

Now he was mostly cast in parts where he could hide behind false noses and heavy makeup. Cyrano, Malvolio. He was not a great Shakespearean, but his mercurial charm gleamed through even the most lurid makeup.

He was in many ways still trying to repeat his greatest triumph, which had come unexpectedly and when I was only a child. Several years after Peter Pan premiered at the Duke of York’s Theatre, my father was understudying the role of Captain Hook, played by Gerald du Maurier. When Du Maurier wanted to take a fortnight off, my father stepped in, to huge acclaim—so successfully, in fact, that every year, he took over the role for part of its annual run. “It is as though Iago had chosen to become a privateer,” the critic for the Morning Standard wrote, a review that my father never stopped gloating over.

I saw Peter Pan only once, when I was very young. My mother still lived with us then, and she took me to the matinee to see my father playing Hook. The experience cleaved my life in two, just as my meeting Tamsin did years later. We sat in a private box with an exceptionally handsome young man who my mother seemed to know well.

“This is your father’s dresser, Martin Sayles,” she said.

Martin sat between us. “If you’re frightened, you can hold my hand,” he said, smiling.

“I won’t be frightened,” I replied, offended. I knew my father was an actor, not a real pirate—my mother had read me Peter Pan and The Little White Bird.

And I wasn’t frightened—not until late in the play, when my father broke the fourth wall to stare directly at me. In that terrifying moment, I glimpsed the desperate fear behind Hook’s bravado, his knowledge that the crocodile with the ticking clock in its belly was never far away. When I grew older, I understood where that fear had come from: To him, the crocodile was real.

Even more shocking was seeing Peter Pan himself. The heartless brave boy was played by a girl, darting through the air, brandishing a knife as she fended off Hook. Even as a child, I sensed the sexual undercurrents of the role, its dark undertow of longing and danger. I wept uncontrollably when the show ended and my father took his many curtain calls.

That day marked the first time I thought of myself as both Olivia and Oliver. My heart was never divided; my self flowed between its chambers, now a girl, now a boy. When I was young, my bohemian parents indulged my penchant for boys’ clothing. All their friends thought I might want to follow my father onstage.

But after we moved to Kerrith, visits from theater friends grew less frequent. My father insisted the move from London was a cost-saving measure. True, but not the real reason. His liaison with Martin lost him jobs and caused gossip. He grew terrified that those friends who shared his proclivities would expose him. He was too old and too hidebound to embrace the free spirit of younger performers, so he rented out our Hampstead house, claiming that the air in Cornwall would be better for me. As though I were some sickly little girl instead of an aggressive tomboy who raced and fought with boys on Hampstead Heath.

“What about school?” Martin wondered. My father barely registered the question.

“Hmm? She can help me run lines.”

“She needs to learn something, Peter!”

“We’ll find her a governess,” my father replied irritably. “Start making some calls, will you?”

So he leased Kerrith from Lord Llayson, who preferred his elegant Regent’s Park home to the poorly heated and forbidding granite manor that had been in his family for six hundred years. And Irene Irikos, a suffragist friend of my mother’s who lived in London, was engaged to live with us as my teacher.







CHAPTER 4

Beneath Carn Kerys, the slate-eyed girl took another bite of her egg and made a face. “No salt?”

“Sorry.”

“An egg without salt is like a kiss from a beardless man. That’s what my aunt says. I wouldn’t know myself.” She laughed, gazing at me slyly. “Missed my chance.”

I felt myself blush fiercely as I took her meaning. Smiling, she looked down the rock-strewn hillside to where dark waves crashed against the rocks. “This is where Carveth would sit,” she said, pointing at the massive capstone on the formation above us. “Like in a chair, and he’d throw those boulders at anyone who came to bother him.”

I looked at her, confused. “Who’s Carveth?”

“Giant who lives up here.” I wondered if she was joking, but she went on. “Didn’t they teach you anything? My father always told me about him—the greatest of the Cornish giants. Jack the Giant Killer killed the rest, but he never got Carveth. He’s still here. That’s what my father always said.”

I decided to play along. “Where is he, then? I mean, he’s a giant—wouldn’t we see him?”

“You see him, all right. Only you think he’s a boulder,” she said with conviction. “That’s what my father told me.”

Daft as this was, I found myself wishing my father had made up stories. I finished eating my hard-boiled egg, wiped my fingers on the grass to clean them.

The girl cocked her head. “What’s your name?”

“Olivia. It’s from Shakespeare. A character in a play. But when I dress like this, I’m Oliver.”

“I know who Shakespeare is, Oliver,” she retorted. “I’m Tamsin.”

“Tamsin? What kind of name is that?”

“Cornish,” she replied scornfully. “You’re not from here, are you? I can tell by your accent. My father was Thomas. My mother lost four babies before me, and she knew there wouldn’t be another. So I got the female version of my father’s name. Smart as a whip, my mother was. It’s not just me saying that—everyone said it. She could’ve been a doctor. Better than a doctor.” I looked at her quizzically. “She was a midwife. Women didn’t die when she helped them. And men didn’t die when she worked with them in hospital in Penzance during the war. My father’d be alive if she’d seen to him.”

“What happened?”

“Fish hook in his hand. Infection set in.”

I shuddered. “That’s awful.”

“It was.” She stared once more at the sea, only now her gaze was distant. “That’s what I’m going to be—a doctor. My mother taught me everything she knew. I have all her books and things. But midwives make fifteen shillings a baby, while doctors get a pound. I’ll go to London and treat rich women.”

“No men?”

She eyed me measuringly. “Do you know Lady Renstone? My mother saved her. Dr. Teague delivered the baby, but Lady Renstone, she got puerperal fever. My mother said he never washed his hands. He got his pound for delivering that baby girl, but Lord Renstone gave my mother twenty pounds for saving his wife.”

“You know all the talk.”

“You don’t know the half of it.”

She looked around as though someone might be watching us. But there was only the black gull circling in the blue air, the wind rustling the dry grasses. A silvery gleam as she leaned toward me and used the penknife to flip the cap from my head to the ground. “You should be more careful, Olivia. You don’t know what’s out there.”

Furious, I moved to strike her but froze as she pointed the little blade at me. “Not so fast,” she said.

She leaned in until I felt her warm breath on my chin. “I like your clothes,” she murmured as the penknife sliced the top button from my coat. It shone like a coin before she caught it. “I have to go. Come here tomorrow and I’ll see you again.”

“Wait! Where are you going?”

“I have to mind my cousins after they finish school.”

She spun around and ran downhill, ignoring me as I called after her. I watched, bewildered and exhilarated, until she was out of sight, then ran my fingers over the thick black thread that her penknife had cut.

At last I made my own way home.







CHAPTER 5

I barely slept that night. I felt as I had one evening after a party when my father and Martin and their houseguests had all gone off to bed and I’d walked around the living room drinking what remained of their claret and port and whiskey: dizzied, exultant. The morning after meeting Tamsin I woke ragged and bleary-eyed. It was raining, that bitter spring rain that bites your fingers like rats.

I waited till I heard my father and Martin leave the table before I ran to the breakfast room. I cut slabs of white bread from the new loaf Mrs. Fletcher had baked and made two sandwiches, one with marmalade and butter, the other with the Burgess’s anchovy paste that Martin loved. I added a few slices of cold greasy bacon, wrapped it all in a napkin, and ran back to my room.

I dressed in my girl clothes: a heavy woolen jumper and skirt, thick stockings, my walking shoes. I didn’t want to risk being seen and stopped by my father or questioned by Martin, who had become increasingly concerned for me in the past few weeks.

“She’s so very lonely, Peter,” I’d overheard him saying only days before. “She’s not a girl anymore. She needs friends her own age.”

“Then she can go to Mrs. Harrison’s.”

“You know it’s far too late for that. All the girls her age just made their debut. Anyway, she’d run off.”

“Then let her!”

“She’s your daughter, Peter.”

“Is she?”

“Don’t be an ass.”

I’d been mortified at the time, but my eyes welled at the memory now. Martin’s insight, his attentiveness toward me, and most of all his kindness. My throat tightened as if I’d swallowed a stone.

Martin knew me well: I felt crushed by loneliness. Yet now I had met someone who might help me to escape from that. I threw on the same overcoat I’d worn the day before, pulled my black fleece cloche over my hair, and hurried out to meet Tamsin.

By the time I reached Carn Kerys, the cloche was a sodden lump. Teeth chattering, I ducked beneath the capstone and crouched against an upright, hunched over and miserable. Wiping rain from my eyes, I scanned the cliffs for any sign of someone walking up from Zennor.

But I saw nothing, not a gull, not a sheep, and certainly not Tamsin, only waves of rain that polished the world so it looked like gray glass. I stayed beneath the ancient quoit, shivering.

She hadn’t come. She wouldn’t come. I was an idiot, running out into the storm to meet someone I’d spoken to for an hour.

At last I forced myself to straighten up and begin the long walk home. By the time I saw the lights of Kerrith shine through the rain, it had grown dark. I stumbled to my frigid bedroom, peeled off my sopping clothes, dried myself on a flannel towel, and huddled beneath a moth-eaten blanket that smelled of naphthalene. I didn’t bother starting a fire. Lily, the girl who came in to clean, hadn’t set up the wood and peat. I couldn’t bear the thought of asking Mrs. Fletcher to heat water for a hot-water bottle.

Had anyone even noticed I’d been gone all day? I crawled into my Chinese four-poster and cried until I finally fell into exhausted sleep.







CHAPTER 6

Someone had noticed I was gone: Martin. At some point in the night I woke blearily as a hand stroked my forehead.

“Livvie—Livvie dear, can you hear me?” I nodded, too exhausted to sit up. “Where’d you go, love? You’re freezing.”

I saw the sweep of his battery torch as he looked about the room, heard him gasp. “Your clothes are soaked! Good God, Livvie.”

Within minutes, something heavy covered me—another blanket, one that smelled of Martin’s expensive Turkish cigarettes and the Fer à Cheval soap he loved. Soon after, I felt the blessed warmth of a hot-water bottle and flannel on my feet.

“Here you are, love.” I felt his hands tucking the blankets tightly around me, glimpsed a flicker of flames in the small hearth. “Whatever did you get up to?” he murmured, bending down to kiss my cheek. “Were you dancing in one of the fairy rings?”

I smiled, my eyes barely open. “No. Don’t tell my—”

“Shh. I won’t breathe a word. Go back to sleep. I’ll check on you again.”

After he left, I thought of how strange it was that Martin retained an essential kindness—what I thought of as his Martin-ness—the only true kindness I ever knew as a child. After the war started, Martin enlisted. At Ypres, he saw his friends reduced to red jelly and blistering yellow skin. A sniper’s bullet grazed his leg, ending his service. He spent months recuperating, months when my father drank heavily as he struggled to maintain Kerrith and the farm that came with the lease, jobs that had been intended for the much younger Martin.

Martin returned to us with a scar below his knee. His night terrors occasionally woke me in the rooms I shared with Miss Irikos. His fair hair had turned gray, and one hand sometimes had a tremor. “Itching to hold Smelly again,” he’d say, the nickname for the short-magazine Lee-Enfield rifle. But I knew the truth—that he had seen terrible things and watched his friends die while my father drank and hid at Kerrith behind his dog-eared scripts and the London newspapers that arrived days late so we always seemed to be living at a remove from the real world.

When I woke properly, the room glowed like the inside of a lantern. A fire danced in the small hearth. Martin had placed more hot-water bottles against my legs and chest. I was still naked within my cocoon of blankets.

I sat up groggily, reached down to feel my toes. The night before, I’d had a vague fear that I might have suffered frostbite, but my feet were warm. I stared out the window—lozenges of blue sky, a scattering of new leaves stuck to the glass like tiny green handprints. Squeezing my eyes shut, I summoned the bleak stones of Carn Kerys, the bitter wind and rain of the previous day, Tamsin’s strange slaty eyes.

I was trying to invoke a kind of madness—I knew that—the brutal, wild-eyed desire I’d seen onstage and in motion pictures and read about in books. I knew only that to surrender to this sensation brought its own power. I would do whatever I had to do to possess it, and Tamsin.







CHAPTER 7

I stayed in bed all morning, measuring the hours by where the sun hung in the bright sky. At last I judged it must be noon. Plenty of time to walk up to Carn Kerys before dark.

I dressed quickly in a dark green jersey skirt, too short, though that was the style now, and a new emerald-green wool jersey blouson embroidered with yellow ferns that my cousin Simon recently gave me. My mother had loved clothes and sent me dresses and skirts laughingly inappropriate for the rough weather and isolation of Kerrith.

“She thinks she’ll lure me back to London,” I remarked once to Martin, who indulged his own expensive taste with a cravat worn with his farm clothes and tennis sweaters and flannel trousers at dinner.

“You can wear them if we ever go back there,” he said. “Or to Paris. Or Nice.”

After my mother’s death, my cousin Simon had continued this tradition. Simon was the youngest son of my mother’s only brother. Four years older than me, he’d shown me the attention of a kindly if distracted elder brother. On his rare trips to Kerrith, he always brought me new clothes. It had been several years since he’d visited—too busy at Oxford, Martin said when I’d asked him. A perfumed taint of scandal clung to Simon’s name on the few occasions I’d heard it mentioned by my father or Martin or one of their London visitors.

Still, my cousin continued to post fashionable skirts and dresses, silk stockings, occasionally a hat. The fleece cloche had also come from him.

I sighed at the ruined hat, which sat on the windowsill like a drowned kitten. The sun might be out, but it would be chilly by Carn Kerys. I pulled on my boys’ cap and my walking shoes, both still soaked through. My overcoat was as well, so I wore the pearl-gray tweed jacket that had been one of Simon’s Christmas gifts. I glanced in the mirror and saw I looked ridiculous. Too bad.

It was more than two steep miles to Carn Kerys. As I crested the last slope, gorse rattled loudly in the wind and a hen harrier screamed above the steady roar of waves in Kerys Cove. A slight figure stood in front of the prehistoric monument, watching me. I raised my hand and called out, but she made no reply.

“You’re here,” I said breathlessly, and halted beside her.

“I told you I’d be here.”

“You weren’t when I came yesterday.”

“What?”

“I walked all the way, you said you’d be here—”

“In that storm? Are you crazy?”

I glared at her. “No! You were the one who said to come.”

I saw a blush rise in her cheeks. “Christ.” She shook her head, stepping beneath the capstone. “You don’t have any sense, do you? Where’s your other clothes?” She tugged at my fitted tweed jacket, pointed at my skirt, and frowned. “What you wore the other day?”

“Didn’t bother.”

“That’s a shame.”

She turned, looked for a dry spot, and sat. She wore the same shapeless coat but a different skirt, pale blue—plain, but not such a drab color as the other one. And her hair had been pinned up, though the long walk from Zennor had caused it to come loose around her thin face. I preferred it like that, but I was flattered by the effort, if it had been for my sake.

Quickly she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “What’re you staring at?”

“Nothing.” I hesitated, and sat across from her. I thought of the silver penknife she’d flashed at me, how she’d used it to slice the top button from my overcoat.

For a minute neither of us spoke. A small white butterfly fluttered beneath the capstone. Tamsin watched it and opened her hand, palm down. It settled on one knuckle, spread its wings to show sheeny green undersides. She blew on it gently, and the butterfly flitted off toward the cliffs.

“Look what I found,” she said.

She pulled something from her coat pocket, inviting me to come closer. I edged over and she extended her hand. “Don’t touch,” she warned.

Her fist opened to reveal a scrap of cloth that held several dried-up wormy-looking things. I wrinkled my nose. “What is it?”

“Deadly webcap. It’s a mushroom. I found these by Lamorna Cove in a pine grove. Here, smell.”

“No, thanks.”

She laughed. “You can’t get poisoned by smelling them. And I wouldn’t poison you. I hardly know you,” she added with a grin.

Warily, I lowered my head to sniff. A whiff of radishes from the wizened mushrooms, carbolic soap from her fingers. “What are they for?”

“Not sure.” She wrapped them in the cloth and tucked it back into her pocket. “My mother told me about them. They take a long time to work—days or weeks. She knew everything and everyone. All the women, anyhow. They never wanted to see a doctor. Even if they were dying, they’d call for her.”

I nodded, bewitched and unsettled. Her hair fell across her cheeks like black ink, and her irises had turned cloud gray. “Why’d she know all those things?”

“She was the midwife in Zennor and for half the villages in Penwith. The women trusted her.”

She spoke about her mother in a low, husky voice, her strong West Country accent like Mrs. Fletcher’s. She told me how her mother had saved a woman who’d almost died giving birth to a baby who wasn’t breathing—and she’d saved the baby too. How she’d taken care of children with mumps and fevers, helped old women find easeful deaths, treated women for cancers that not even London doctors could remedy.

“She sounds…” My voice broke as I remembered my own mother.

“What?”

“I wish she’d been my mother’s doctor.”

“What’d she have?”

“A cancer. She died two years ago.”

For the first time, Tamsin’s gaze grew soft. “Do you miss her horribly?”

“Not really.” Tamsin looked shocked. “I didn’t know her,” I explained. “She lived in Ireland most of the time.”

Tamsin fell silent. She dug her fingers into the dirt and pulled up a handful of grass, gazed at it with a dull expression. “My mother’d always talk about the women she couldn’t help. They’d tell her things, unspeakable things.”

“Like…”

For a moment I thought she’d continue, but then she seemed to draw back, as though she’d thought better of it. “Never mind,” she said in a numb tone.

She’s going to leave, I thought in despair, she’s thinking up an excuse and she’ll go and I’ll never see her again.

I reached into my jacket pocket for a cigarette case I’d nicked from another of my father’s guests. I removed a Woodbine for myself and offered her one. She took it, and I found a matchbox. We hunched together, hands cupped against the wind, as I lit our cigarettes.

We smoked without speaking until she plucked my elbow. “I liked your other clothes. Your boys’ things.”

She turned and stared at where Gurnard’s Head thrust into the sea, five or six miles down the coast. “I never could see it as a gurnard. More like a sea snake. My father’s friend thought he saw one when he was going back to Dover during the war. Then he saw it was a life raft filled with dead bodies.”

Shuddering, I changed the subject. “Do you go to school?”

“I went in Zennor but I learned everything in a year. My mother taught me, mostly. So many books in our house, it was like a free library. Chemistry, medicine, botany…” She ticked these off on her fingers. “What about you?”

“I like novels.” I didn’t want to admit I’d been schooled by a series of nursemaids and one governess. “I don’t care much about the rest.”

“That’s all I care about, learning how to do things.” Tamsin sighed. “Like my mum, and hers, and my great-grandmother. Now you have to get a license just to be a midwife. And the doctors still use their forceps even when they don’t need ’em. This girl in my school, she still had the marks here—” She pressed her hands against the sides of her head and squeezed, making a face like a frog’s. “All that fancy equipment in the Penzance hospital, and doctors use the same things farmers take to a lambing.”

She glanced at the sky above Zennor Head. Around us, the sun washed the moor in gold and violet. “It’s late. I better go.”

“Can I walk with you?”

“To Zennor and back? That’ll take hours! Anyway, my aunt doesn’t like strangers.” She stood, brushing grass from her clothes. “Thanks for the cigarette.”

“Do you want to meet again tomorrow?” I tried to sound like I didn’t care.

“Maybe. I don’t know.”

I scrambled to my feet and walked beside her. “I’d like to see you sometime,” I said. “I could come to Zennor. Or we can meet here again.”

“It’s a long way to come.” She stared at the ground, then unexpectedly looked up and grinned. “But you might be worth the trouble.”

She reached up, flipped my cap onto the ground, spun around, and headed back to Zennor.







CHAPTER 8

I watched until she became a black speck before starting on my own way home. Shadows stretched from the long barrows at Trink Hill, and wrens rustled like mice beneath the gorse. I heard the lowing of cows from Tremarrow Farm as the sun shrank to a red blister on the horizon. Within minutes it was gone, leaving an apple-green sky that soon deepened to ultramarine. As I walked, Tamsin’s words ran through my head relentlessly:

My mother’d always talk about the women she couldn’t help. They’d tell her things, unspeakable things.

I wondered what those things could have been. I never thought much about my mother, who’d been a benign absence during her short life. Hearing Tamsin speak about her mother made me wish I’d known mine better. Had she also known unspeakable things? Did my father, or Martin?

I doubted it. My father lived at a remove from the world. Only when he was performing could he laugh and weep and express passion and remorse. Martin called him the Man Who Wasn’t There, after the nonsense poem.

Martin’s own family was upper middle class, long-ago farmers turned wool merchants turned textile manufacturers. He’d been disowned when he ran off to London to become an actor. After his father died, he’d reconciled with his mother and older brother. He still had no inheritance, but his family name and good humor allowed him a perch on a low rung of the increasingly rickety social ladder.

Martin knew everyone. Before he became my father’s dresser, he’d performed as half of the Happy Couple, a comic dance duo. He had immense charm and the sagacity to spend long hours listening sympathetically to older women—cast-off wives and the widows of the rich, women consigned to the dower houses on crumbling estates. This made him a desirable guest, someone whose wealth lay in a vast hoard of gossip and secrets. Martin and my father and my cousin Simon were the only men I knew. If my mother had lived, she might have taught me about unspeakable things.

I reached the hedgerow and clambered over the stile, trying not to disturb the dormice that nested there, and made my way across the lawn, over the terrace, into the old music room, and down the back hall. In the smoking room, Martin’s portable gramophone played “Ain’t We Got Fun?” as he and my father talked. Every time Martin visited London, he returned with an armful of new records. My father preferred Strauss operas. Martin prided himself on keeping up with the newest music and dance crazes; my father still favored the foxtrot.

But they both loved to dance, and Martin would cajole my father into learning something new whenever they were alone. I knew they’d be occupied for a while.

Once in my room, I lit the gasolier. I loved my room, although it was rarely warm, even in summer, and smelled of mice. It had dark oak paneling and many-paned windows that looked past Kerrith’s lawns to the glimmering line that was the sea. The window seat was stacked with adventure stories by Jack London and John Buchan, train-station novels, my sketchbooks, tubes of watercolor pigments. An old mustard crock held my yellow Koh-I-Noor drawing pencils and paintbrushes.

The small adjoining bedroom had belonged to Miss Irikos. It still smelled of her perfume, a sharp, metallic scent that came from Paris. Miss Irikos said it was made not from flowers but chemicals—the first modern perfume. Her room still held her textbooks and pamphlets relating to women’s suffrage, the books of French poetry that I had never opened but refused to throw away. As long as I held on to them, I could retain the hope that someday I too might be an elegant woman who knew Emmeline Pankhurst, had seen ballets in Paris, smoked eye-wateringly strong black cigarettes, and received thick envelopes from a lady artist in Russell Square addressed in blue ink and smelling of tuberose.

Instead, I was a lanky, short-tempered girl whose painted landscapes never measured up to what she saw in her mind’s eye. They didn’t measure up to the actual landscapes either. My room’s sole luxury was an antique Chinese four-poster I’d helped Martin drag in here after Miss Irikos left; it replaced the white-painted iron bed that had accompanied me from London. The four-poster had elaborately carved screens that formed the canopy and a mattress from which tiny quills protruded and poked me like tacks. The rosewood exuded a pungent odor of incense and kitchen smoke. I liked to imagine it smelled of opium.

I rooted in the drawers of the battered Chippendale desk and found a red silk headband that had been a gift from Miss Irikos. I brushed my hair and pulled on the headband. Our cook, Mrs. Fletcher, approved when I made an effort to look, as she put it, “like a Christian.” She disapproved of my father and Martin—I’d once overheard her call them sodomites—but there were few other opportunities for employment nearby, so she kept her opinions to herself, for the most part.

From the same drawer I retrieved another cigarette case and tucked it in my jacket pocket. Inside were a half dozen Abdulla cigarettes I’d filched from Martin’s bedroom, Turkish cigarettes of far better quality than the Woodbines Mrs. Fletcher smoked. Our cook knew everyone in this part of West Penwith; surely she’d know the name of a local midwife.







CHAPTER 9

In Hampstead, we hadn’t had a large household staff. When we moved to Cornwall, all of them chose to remain in London. My father couldn’t afford the servants who came with Kerrith, so they were all let go except for one man who continued to work the grounds. Martin took charge of the household accounts and maintenance and oversaw the small farm that came with the lease.

We could afford only a cook, Mrs. Fletcher, and Lily, the tweeny who came a few days a week to clean and help in the kitchen. Mrs. Fletcher lived in Trevalgan but had grown up near Zennor. During the war, with Martin gone and our household reduced to my father and myself, a certain familiarity between us and the staff had emerged. My father complained about it upon Martin’s return.

“You should be respectful, woman!” he’d once shouted at Mrs. Fletcher.

“Try it yourself. Or cook for yourself,” she retorted.

Both of those proved to be impossible for him. Mrs. Fletcher remained, though my father never gave up hope of another, better cook miraculously appearing one day on our front steps. I poked my head around the kitchen door and saw her stirring a pot of murky liquid.

“Don’t ask for cocoa, Miss Olivia, there isn’t any,” she said without looking up.

“Tea?”

She put the kettle on. She tolerated my occasional visits to her domain because, like me, she was bored.

“That headband suits you,” she said. “That shade of red, like a marasca cherry.”

I sat at the small side table while she prepared tea; she poured mine, gave it to me, and reached behind the flour bin for her bottle of Langley’s. She splashed some gin into her teacup. “What trouble you got into today, miss?”

I opened the cigarette case, tapped out a cigarette. She took it and sniffed appreciatively. “Now, that’s nice.”

She got a match from the metal holder by the stove, lit her cigarette, and retrieved a small pottery bowl half full of crushed Woodbines.

“I bought them in St. Ives,” I said.

“You pinched ’em from Mr. Sayles, you little liar.”

I smiled. I didn’t take one for myself—the strong Turkish tobacco made me dizzy. Abdullas were far more useful as a bribe for cocoa.

Or gossip. I watched as she sipped her tea and finally asked, “Do you know a midwife in Zennor?”

“A midwife?” Mrs. Fletcher’s gaze sharpened. “Why would you—”

“No! Not for me! But—I met a girl on Carn Kerys. Her name is Tamsin, and she said her mother was a midwife. In Zennor.”

“And?”

“I’d like to see the girl again, but I forgot to ask her surname.”

Mrs. Fletcher balanced her cigarette on the edge of the bowl. “That would be Tamsin Griggs. Her mother was Anna Griggs—Anna Eudy. I knew Anna all my life; we were at the village school together. Yes, Tamsin’s
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