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Chapter 1

 


The steps
didn’t need cleaning that morning but Richard insisted they be
cleaned, stipulating that Hannah should do it; no doubt knowing I
would intervene. It was a task that would ordinarily have fallen to
Esther but Richard had assigned the housemaid to dressing his
sister – a role that, formerly, was mine and I regarded it as a
pleasure rather than a duty. So, despite my knowledge that it flew
in the face of the express wish of Mrs Liston –and my awareness
that Richard, too, knew his mother’s mind– I scrubbed the
steps.

The morning was
a fine one in late April. Not a cloud could be seen in the skies
above the City of Bristol as I emerged through the front door of
the large, terraced house, carrying my pail. We –and by that I mean
the women of the household– knew all too well the need to maintain
appearances now that we resided at an address that did not in
itself confer the highest level of respectability (though Mrs
Liston detested that necessity). Setting down the pail and placing
on the step beside it the old cushion that Hannah urged me to use
to spare my knees, I knelt down and took up my scrubbing brush.
There was satisfaction to be found in domestic work and I had no
desire to hear the lecture that Richard was delivering to his
younger sister in the parlour.

I’d been
working about the house a lot lately, in large part to distract
myself from fretting about a future that appeared far less certain
than it had little more than a year ago. Mrs Liston protested if
she saw me. In response, I would placate her, careful not to allude
too openly to Hannah’s increasing unfitness for physical labour,
lest Richard should overhear and cite my words as grounds for
dismissal.

My mind awash
with concerns, I progressed from the top, backwards, down the seven
steps that led from the street to the front door. When I was but
two steps from the pavement, my contemplation was interrupted by a
heavy boot that crushed the ends of the fingers I had spread at my
side. I shrieked.

‘Forgive me,’ I
heard a man say and, in a moment, he stooped to enter my field of
vision. Although, turning my head, I couldn’t see his features at
once because the morning sun shone directly into my eyes. ‘Are you
hurt?’ he pursued as I got to my feet. Knowing instantly who he
was, I was surprised by the sincerity in his voice.

‘I will live,’
I replied, examining my left hand. Having been able to see his
face, I had witnessed the most handsome man I’d ever beheld: brown
hair but diamond-blue eyes and the clearest of complexions. He was
tall; little taller than myself but he would tower over
Artemisia.

‘If you will
permit me, Miss,’ he said, taking hold of my hand and scrutinising
the tips of my fingers.

I was aware of
the dark hue of the back of my hand and of his hands, sun-bleached
by comparison. They felt assuredly warm against my own chilled
flesh. ‘Really, it’s nothing,’ I insisted, fearing his
attentiveness was occasioned by my difference rather than my
injury.

‘I can only
apologise again,’ he said, looking up from my hand and into my
eyes, with just a hint of the smile with which I would become so
well-acquainted.

‘There’s no
need, Sir,’ I replied, shaking my head in what was, perhaps, an
attempt to appear bashful.

And I suppose
by then it had already happened. Looking back on the incident, I
wondered that he’d been so preoccupied as to fail to see me on the
steps or to judge his tread in relation to my hand so poorly. But,
I reasoned, if I myself had been consumed by thoughts of the
future, he, surely, with an engagement to a young lady whom he had
never before met looming, had better grounds to be distracted.

Now I view it
differently. Now I think it quite likely that Captain Adam Bryce
crushed my fingers with intent.

* * *

‘Captain Bryce,
this is Bess,’ Richard announced grudgingly.

I had hoped to
be left to my domestic duties and spared the charade ensuing in the
parlour but, only moments after Captain Bryce had vacated the
steps, Esther had appeared, saying that Mrs Liston required my
presence. A lump had come to my throat, despite the fact that he’d
just gone. Desperately wanting to see him but desperately fearing
it; the yearning in the pit of my stomach that was both a thrill
and anxiety – that paradox would become too familiar.

I’d repaired to
my room in the attic, removed my apron and tidied myself as best I
could, before returning to the first floor of the house. Standing
outside the parlour door, I’d heard false voices within.
Hesitantly, I had knocked and awaited Mrs Liston’s call.

‘We thought you
were the tea,’ Richard had said upon my advent. But, after his
dismissive introduction, my esteem had been buoyed by Captain
Bryce’s acknowledgement of my presence.

‘Good morning,
Miss Elizabeth,’ he said, stepping forward, taking my injured hand
in his own and kissing the back of it. As he raised his head, his
eyes met mine and he smiled archly, saying, ‘It is my greatest
pleasure to meet you.’

His greatest
pleasure? Greater than the pleasure he’d had in meeting, for the
first time, his future wife? But then, I hadn’t been party to that
introduction, only minutes before. Perhaps it was his gift to make
everyone feel this special – to make women feel this
way?

Wary of
appearing overly interested in the Captain, I glanced at Artemisia,
seated beside her mother. She looked uncomfortable and Mrs Liston
was obviously struggling on a morning when she’d better have stayed
in bed.

‘Where is the
blasted tea?’ Richard said, no doubt intending the question as a
prompt to get rid of me.

‘Bess, dear,
pray do go and find Esther–’

‘Of course, Mrs
Liston.’

I swiftly
quitted the room and sought out Hannah in the kitchen below. She
sat, slumped beside the waning fire in the range, snoring. There
was no sign of Esther, nor of any tea in progress.

I quickly set
to, kindling the range and setting crockery upon a tray while I
waited for the kettle to boil. I had little appetite to return to
the melancholy scene in the parlour, though I longed for another
glimpse of Captain Bryce.

‘She’s dying,’
I murmured to myself as I leant back against the sturdy kitchen
workbench and gazed up at the cobwebs.

‘What’s that
you say, Girl?’ Hannah said confusedly, coming to her senses once
the bulk of the work had been done.

‘Mrs Liston
declares she’s dying of thirst, Hannah,’ I replied loudly, mouthing
the words clearly so the near-deaf old woman could lip-read what I
said.

She nodded,
indifferent. ‘I don’t know where that young ’un’s got to.’ She
shook her head.

I rifled
through the cupboards and found some Madeira cake that was almost
still edible. I sliced it thinly.

‘What’s he like
then, yon Captain?’ Hannah asked, resolutely remaining in her
chair.

‘He’s a
gentleman,’ I replied plainly, hiding my face from hers as I
spoke.

‘It’s to be
hoped he takes a shine to Miss Art’misia,’ she continued, gazing
into the grate, ‘for all our sakes.’

* * *

‘What did you
make of Captain Bryce?’ I asked Artemisia as we sat at the parlour
window, straining our eyes at embroidery in the limited evening
light.

‘I thought him
vain,’ she replied, keeping her eyes on her work as she uttered the
verdict as I too had done in posing the question.

‘Some would say
he has reason to be vain,’ I observed, indulging in a smile with
the memory of his intensely blue eyes.

Artemisia
looked up, saying pointedly, ‘Is it too much to ask to
choose the man I marry?’

My eyes met
hers and I frowned. She knew very well the question was wasted on
me. But equally, I knew the futility in suggesting she should
direct it at her brother. ‘You should, perhaps, try to get to know
him better,’ I asserted.

‘William Heath
intimates that he has questionable morals,’ she said in
response.

Thankfully, her
head was once more buried in her cloth as she uttered the words, so
she didn’t witness my stifled laughter. I awaited an elaboration on
the statement.

‘He says he
frequents a harbour-side tavern which is a known resort of women of
the night.’

‘Artemisia, he
is a man of the Royal Navy and a good few years your senior. You
must expect that he has seen something of the world – and of
life.’

‘I did wonder,’
she continued, ignoring my observation, ‘if you might not go to
that tavern to verify William’s claim.’

I stared at her
in disbelief.

‘If I were
certain that he were such a man, I’m sure Mama would never
see me married to him.’

Refraining from
pointing out that Mama was unlikely to see Artemisia married at
all, I protested, ‘I would appear most incongruous in such a
place,’ which was to understate wholly my very real concern for my
welfare.

‘As you wish. I
shall task Esther with the mission,’ Artemisia replied,
unperturbed.

‘No!’ I
exclaimed, appalled by the extent of her disregard.

At that instant
I heard, without, a blackbird commence its evening chant. Straining
to see through the window without unseating myself, I spotted it on
the railing that ran around the small balcony. Below, in a trough,
the bluebells I had planted were in full bloom. Their colour in the
evening light was enchanting. Something about the birdsong and the
luminous flowers stirred in me a yearning to be outdoors – wakened
my thirst for adventure.

The following
day was a Friday. We decided that the evening was as good a time as
any to search for Captain Bryce. But I was insistent that I
wouldn’t risk venturing out after nightfall, the district I was
bound for being too dangerous. Instead, I would rely on a hooded
cloak to hide my identity.

As Hannah had
become increasingly incapacitated, I had grown used to accompanying
her on household errands. Taking our usual routes through the City
and encountering familiar faces, I didn’t fear our walks. I was
accustomed to the stares of passersby, due to my dark complexion.
But, with Hannah at my side, few individuals were bold enough to do
anything more than look. Never before had I left the house
alone.

Approaching the
harbour-side, with the sun setting, I knew I had to have my wits
about me; this place was a magnet for unsavoury characters. All
that was required was that I enter the tavern and look about its
extents to ascertain whether the Captain were there and, if he was,
gauge the nature of his activity.

Nearing the
entrance, keeping my head bowed and covered, I became aware that my
very disguise was attracting the interest of the dockers loitering
on the quay. Considering that I may be safer inside the tavern, I
hastened my step and swept through its doors.

What a
cacophony of noise greeted me within. Though it was still early in
the evening, bodies were pressed against every wall. Before I had
the opportunity to register the precise nature of the crowd, an
anonymous hand pulled down my hood and, to my dismay, a chorus of
intrigued utterances meant I was discovered.

A woman’s arms
reached about my neck; her hands unclasped my black cloak and
wrenched it from behind me before I could protest. A large, coarse
man appeared before me and, placing his beefy arms either side of
my frame, made to run his filthy hands up and down my torso to
define the curves of my body. I shuddered at the thought of him
touching me. ‘Well, well, my lovely,’ he said, raising his eyebrows
as he surveyed my form, ‘It’s not often we see a Mulatto about
these parts. If you’re in search of gainful employment, I’m sure I
know some gentlemen who would be eager to sample a taste of you.’
He looked me up and down lasciviously.

In an instant,
the scene froze. The throng was silenced. The coarse man stood
aside, hanging his head. In my confusion I saw, looming before me,
Captain Adam Bryce and, far from appearing alarmed in the midst of
this underworld, he wore a smile. ‘My dear Miss Elizabeth,’ he
began, taking my hand in his. ‘How delightful to see you again –
and in what unlikely circumstances.’

As we walked
out of the tavern and along the quayside, we didn’t speak until we
were out of earshot of the lingering ship-hands.

‘I’m sorry to
have dragged you away from your revels, Captain Bryce,’ I commenced
at length, fearing his protracted silence indicative of
annoyance.

He laughed
understatedly, replying, ‘I’m only too happy to be distracted by
one so charming as yourself.’ He paused before continuing, ‘Tell
me, Bess, why did you come to the tavern tonight?’

There was no
point in lying; I could contrive no viable explanation of my
presence other than the truth. ‘Miss Liston heard rumours that you
were given to frequenting the house, and required confirmation,’ I
said.

‘And now you
have it,’ he answered unapologetically.

‘Sir, if you
wish to return, I am quite capable of walking home–’

‘I won’t hear
of it, Bess,’ he insisted, adding, ‘It will soon be dark.’

I couldn’t help
but smile at his chivalrous tone. We walked along the harbour-side
towards the City at a good pace, our strides well-matched, my
rescued cloak draped over the Captain’s arm. There was still some
warmth in the evening air and I experienced a rush of excitement to
be at liberty and with him.

‘I’m sorry you
were given an uncouth reception back there,’ the Captain
continued.

‘I expected
little else in such an establishment,’ I responded coolly, in truth
not daring to think what would have happened had he not been
present.

‘What will you
tell your mistress?’

‘Artemisia
isn’t my mistress,’ I pointed out.

‘I apologise,’
Captain Bryce replied, adding, ‘Your role in Liston’s household
wasn’t explained to me.’

I smiled wryly
at his comment; it had never really been explained to me. I
continued, ‘The large man in the tavern used a phrase with which I
am unfamiliar: Mulatto.’

‘You must pay
no heed to what Gibbs says; he’s invariably drunk.’

Captain Bryce’s
tone in delivering this instruction wasn’t jovial and I could tell
it would be unwise to pursue my inquiry. Turning my head, I caught
his eye. His look was hard to fathom. It conveyed interest,
undoubtedly. It was also, I was gratified to observe, undeniably
protective. But there was something else that I could hardly bring
myself to name; something not a million miles from the glint I had
seen in Gibbs’s own eye as he had surveyed me. And I am ashamed to
admit that, far from feeling insulted, I was thrilled. I was
especially elated because Adam Bryce appeared to have no such
inclination towards Artemisia.

We continued in
silence, crossing Bristol Bridge and then making our way through
the City towards Park Street, bound for the Listons’ townhouse. I
was thinking we’d been quiet for too long and deciding upon a topic
of conversation to introduce, when Captain Bryce recommenced,
‘Richard tells me you are awaiting completion of the Royal York
Crescent, whereupon the family will move to rooms there.’

I almost
laughed but managed somehow to stifle my outburst. ‘Indeed, this is
news, Captain Bryce but, if it be true, I look forward to once
again enjoying views of the Gorge.’

‘You lived at
the top of the hill in former times?’

‘Yes, from when
I was taken in by the family until the death of Mr Liston, we had a
house in its own grounds on Clifton Down.’

‘How nice,’ he
remarked.

‘It was,’ I
said with an unavoidable hint of regret in my voice. ‘Although, it
seems to me that town and country are now almost indistinguishable,
there is so much building afoot about the Down.’ It did no good to
dwell upon the past.

‘Quite so. And
this is a desirable thing,’ Captain Bryce answered, looking to me
for agreement. ‘Progress, Miss Elizabeth, should never be
opposed.’

Holding his
gaze momentarily as we walked on, up the steep hill, I was unsure
whether I shared his regard for advancement, when it was
transforming the landscape in which I had grown up into a mere
extension of the City, but his enthusiasm was infectious.

‘And, before
long, Elizabeth, we shall enjoy the benefits of a crossing of the
Avon from the Down to Somersetshire on the opposite bank of the
Gorge.’

This time I
didn’t attempt to stifle my laughter, the notion being fanciful.
‘How, Captain?’ I asked. ‘The cliff face rises so high above
the river. I don’t see how it would be possible to bridge the gap
at such an elevation.’

‘Mark my words,
Bess, it will be possible,’ Captain Bryce maintained, leaning in
towards me to speak as we walked. We both stooped slightly to scale
the incline that was Park Street and his face almost met mine. I
enjoyed the strangest sensation.

‘Money has been
set aside,’ he continued, turning his head from me and looking
straight on with purpose. ‘And, had it not been for the Wars, I
dare say more ground would have been made towards the goal.’

I watched him
as he spoke, somewhat awestruck by his vision of the future.

‘It’s only a
matter of time, Bess, before somebody devises a tenable plan.’

We were nearing
my road and I knew we would have to part before I turned into it.
‘Will you visit us again, Captain Bryce?’ I asked, gesturing to
retrieve my cloak from his arm.

‘I am due to
tea tomorrow morning,’ he replied, coming to a halt and draping the
cloak over my extended arm. We had reached the end of the
street.

‘I look forward
to seeing you then,’ I said. ‘It was most kind of you to escort me
home.’

‘I assure you,
Miss Elizabeth, the pleasure was all mine.’

He took my free
hand and, as he bowed his head to kiss it, I felt the strongest
desire to taste his lips. When he raised his head, looking directly
into my eyes, I made a point of holding his gaze.

‘Until
tomorrow,’ he said.

I nodded and,
reluctantly, let his hand go.

 


 



Chapter 2

 


Walking towards
the house in the twilight, I was consumed by a mixture of joy and
dread. If I dwelt upon the memory of Captain Bryce at the most
superficial level, I simply swooned. But if I considered my
circumstances more deeply, I feared the course that my desire could
take. Ducking down the alley that led to the backs of the houses,
and hitching up my dress to avoid its being soiled, I stealthily
picked my way along the row of tradesmen’s entrances until I
reached ours. I gained access to the house as quietly as was
possible. In the dimly-lit kitchen, Hannah was dozing by the range,
the evening meal concluded, with the pot washing, as was usual
nowadays, left in a state of semi-completion. Taking care not to
wake her, I swept silently across the floor and out of the kitchen,
up the flight of steps and along the hallway, until I reached the
study. After pausing to assure myself that nobody was within, I
entered the room and closed the door softly behind me. It was dark
in the study but, once I drew back the shutters to the window that
looked out to the back of the house, allowing the light of the
rising moon to filter in, the many volumes of Mr Liston’s
encyclopaedia, ranged on the shelves of his library, were
sufficiently illuminated for me to locate the one to which I needed
to refer. Within moments, my enlightenment was complete.
Simultaneously, a dark veil descended that was to hang about me for
many months.

‘Do you recall
the time when I first came into the Listons’ home, Hannah?’ I asked
forty minutes after my discovery, trying hard to suppress the tone
of urgency in my voice.

‘Like it was
yesterday, Girl,’ she replied.

We sat before
the kitchen range. I’d woken her by finishing washing the dishes
rather noisily and, once she’d been roused, I’d stoked the fire in
the grate and put on some more coals, before offering to make her
some tea. We now sat on the comfortable chairs that Hannah insisted
stayed permanently in the kitchen, facing one another, with our
cups and saucers in our laps. ‘I ask because I myself remember
nothing of that time–’

‘You wouldn’t.
You were no more than a tot.’

‘And because,
as I grow older, I begin to wonder about my parentage.’

‘What does Mrs
Liston tell you?’ Hannah asked cautiously.

‘Merely that,
my mother having died in childbirth, she and Mr Liston decided to
become my guardians and passage was arranged for me from the West
Indies.’

‘And so it
was,’ Hannah replied, taking another slurp of her tea.

‘But I know
nothing about my mother. And my father was never mentioned.’ This
was the truth. Indeed, it amazed me now that I’d never before felt
inclined to enquire into my heritage. Hannah didn’t offer any
further insight and so I felt compelled to add, ‘And it has come to
my attention recently that one of my parents was European.’ I let
the statement hang in the air.

‘As I
understand it, your mother was a Negress,’ Hannah said in a
measured tone.

I nodded, never
having doubted my mother’s ethnicity.

‘To all intents
and purposes, Girl, the Missus is your mother,’ Hannah continued.
‘She’s treated you like one of her own.’

‘I’ve always
found her rather cold,’ I said involuntarily.

‘Never treated
you any different.’

‘I said, I’ve
always found her cold, Hannah.’ I raised my voice and mouthed the
words clearly.

‘Just so. Like
one of her own,’ Hannah maintained. The twinkle in her eye conveyed
that her dry strain of humour hadn’t been eradicated by age. I
smiled melancholically. ‘Heavy stuff for a Friday evening,’ Hannah
said, gesturing towards a cupboard. ‘Fetch down that bottle o’ rum,
Gracie; I think we could both use a glass.’ She winked at me and I
did her bidding.

‘Didn’t you
regret not having children, Hannah?’ I asked once I’d sat back
down, with a glass of the dark nectar in place of my tea.

‘What would be
the point in that?’ she replied.

‘In children?’
I queried.

‘In regrets.’
She raised her glass to me, saying, ‘Gotta look forward, Girl.’

‘To what,
Hannah? Since Mr Liston died, Richard treats me like a skivvy.’

‘Before long
he’ll be on his way, you mark my words.’

She didn’t
understand. It was us who’d be on our way. I discerned that from
his eagerness to marry-off Artemisia. I couldn’t tell Hannah
though. ‘How was it, Hannah, that Mrs Liston’s circumstances came
to be reduced?’ Another thing I now marvelled I hadn’t questioned
more thoroughly at the time.

‘When the
master died, we lost his income,’ she answered plainly. But the
change had been more marked than that, I knew. ‘And, between you
and me, I can’t imagine the young master’s investments are so
shrewd as his father’s.’

‘What do they
invest in?’ I asked, embarrassed to reflect upon my ignorance in
the matter.

‘Various
things,’ she replied vaguely. ‘But, of course, the big thing has
gone.’

I watched
her.

She shook her
head. ‘Since they outlawed trading in people, the Listons’
fortunes have suffered.’

‘They had money
in slavery?’ I asked softly.

‘The Liston
name was made on the slave trade, Girl,’ Hannah stated, looking at
me hard.

I couldn’t meet
her gaze. I stared into the dwindling embers in the grate. If I
were honest, I’d been complicit in my naivety all this time. ‘Where
was my mother from, Hannah?’

‘Same place
this rum’s from,’ she replied, taking another swig.

‘My mother was
a slave,’ I asserted. I’d never said it out loud before.

‘Most likely,’
Hannah confirmed.

I took a
draught of the hot nectar. ‘How old was I when I arrived?’

‘About two, I’d
say – maybe a little less.’

‘Does no one
know my date of birth?’

Hannah shook
her head. I’d known the answer would be negative. We marked my
ageing on the passing of the day I had arrived at the Listons’ and
been named ‘Elizabeth Grace.’ ‘You’re younger than Richard,’ Hannah
said authoritatively.

‘How can you be
sure?’

‘The master
always said so.’

‘There are no
documents?’

‘You’d have to
ask Mrs Liston.’

I hesitated
before posing my next question. ‘And how was it that I came to be
brought here?’

‘You must ask
the Missus,’ Hannah said, visibly tired by my questioning. She
sighed before continuing, ‘All I remember is, about three years
before you arrived, the master was abroad for a good part of the
year–’

‘Visiting
Jamaican plantations?’

‘As I recall
it, yes. It was when the Missus was carrying Richard.’

She couldn’t
look at me. This wasn’t the first time we’d shared her
reminiscences of my advent. But previously it had been like she was
recounting a myth – how I, an orphaned child, was saved by the
noble Listons. Now, I was viewing it all cynically through adult
eyes.

I had exhausted
Hannah as a source of information – and exhausted her to boot.
Rising and bidding her goodnight, I stooped to briefly kiss her
brow, before placing my glass on the workbench and heading
upstairs. I didn’t offer to take her glass. She had some dregs of
rum in it and, as soon as I was out of sight, she would pour
herself some more.

‘You’re a good
girl, Gracie,’ she mused as I left her.

I tried to
smile at her as I took my leave. The truth about Hannah was that,
despite her flaws and her slovenliness, she was the nearest thing
I’d known to a mother.

The following
morning, I didn’t encounter Artemisia until breakfast and it was
only afterwards that we were left alone in the parlour to talk,
Richard having business to attend to and Mrs Liston having returned
to her bed.

‘What happened
to you?’ Artemisia began as soon as the others were out of earshot.
‘I gave Hannah express instructions to send you to me last
night–’

‘I assumed
you’d gone to bed–’

‘I was reading
to Mama in her room. I told Hannah to send you to me as soon as she
saw you.’

‘She must have
forgotten – you know how she is,’ I said. Artemisia’s directions
were the first thing Hannah had told me. I’d simply ignored
them.

‘Well?’
Artemisia asked. We were sitting on a couch, facing one another,
talking in hushed tones despite Artemisia’s agitation. ‘Was he
there?’ she pursued.

‘Yes,’ I
replied.


‘And?’

I hesitated,
not having entirely decided how to recount the events of the
previous evening.

‘Was he
consorting with harlots?’ she said.

The
matter-of-fact tone she took, contrasted with the actual words she
uttered, left me struggling not to laugh. But her words did conjure
up images from the tavern. I hadn’t really had time to take it all
in but there had, of course, been prostitutes present. ‘There
were women of the night in the tavern,’ I confirmed. Women
pressed up against men who were pressing against walls condensing
with sweat. Women hitching up their skirts to lure seamen with a
flash of their bare flesh. Women throwing back their heads in
abandon with laughter that promised yet greater abandon. Though
instantaneously, I had seen it all – I couldn’t avoid seeing it –
the scene had encroached upon me as soon as I’d set foot in the
place.

‘Was he with
one?’ she asked pointedly.

The truthful
answer was, of course, that I didn’t know. He seemed to have
emerged from nowhere, just in the nick of time. He hadn’t looked in
the least dishevelled, which suggested he hadn’t been embroiled in
the cattle market which was quite obviously the tavern’s main
trade. ‘Probably,’ I said absently. ‘I mean, why else would you go
to a place like that?’

‘Can you be
certain?’ Artemisia urged.

I determined in
my own mind that he hadn’t been with a woman. I reminded myself
that he’d been my saviour – my protector. I’d be unfaithful to
think of him indulging in carnality. ‘No,’ I said.

She sighed but,
quickly reinvigorated, announced, ‘I have another plan.’ And she
directed that, when Captain Bryce visited us later that same
morning, I should use my feminine wiles to test his devotion.

‘Flirt
with him?’ I asked incredulously.

‘Exactly. And I
shall observe his reaction and decide whether he is, indeed,
capable of philandering.’

I thought
before saying, ‘I’m doubtful of the wisdom of such a scheme in the
presence of Richard.’

But Artemisia
was adamant. ‘I don’t think him quite proper, Mama,’ she complained
to Mrs Liston when, later in the morning, the frail lady entered
the parlour and seated herself, in anticipation of our guest.

‘For God’s
sake, Artemisia, the fellow distinguished himself at Trafalgar when
he was barely more than a boy and he’s had an unblemished naval
record ever since. What more could you ask for in a husband?’

My interest was
piqued by Richard’s mention of Trafalgar. I hadn’t envisaged
Captain Bryce engaged in conflict. Despite his habitual appearance
in full naval uniform, everything in his manner was distinctly
unwarlike.

‘According to
my sources, his beginnings were markedly
undistinguished.’

I frowned at
Artemisia – this wasn’t her voice.

Richard laughed
dismissively, saying, ‘By sources, I take it you refer to Will
Heath?’ Artemisia’s silence served as confirmation. ‘Rest assured,
dear Sister, though Adam Bryce’s start in life may have been
humble, his star is firmly in the ascendant. Furthermore,
Artemisia, in your position, I fear you may have to settle
for what’s on offer.’

Artemisia
looked to her mother for support but Mrs Liston struggled merely to
sit upright. ‘My dear, I’m sure your brother has your best
interests at heart and that Captain Bryce has a decent income. He
seems to me to be a most amiable young man.’ Her tone was one of
fatigue; she was beyond dealing with her daughter’s grievances.

I’d been
listening attentively, braced for the utterance of the phrase,
‘Consorting with harlots,’ but before Artemisia had built up to
that, our discussion was curtailed by the sound of a knock at the
front door. ‘If Esther’s tardy, Bess, you’ll have to go and let him
in,’ Richard muttered. I took a deep breath but, moments later,
heard Esther’s light tread in the hall below. I brushed a stray
curl of hair from my brow, clasped my hands in my lap and gazed at
the floor.

The parlour
door opened. ‘Captain Adam Bryce, Ma’am,’ Esther announced with a
curtsey.

I raised my
eyes and I could swear his met with mine before they sought out any
others in the room.

Richard greeted
Adam and Adam approached Mrs Liston, insisting she shouldn’t rise
from her chair, before acknowledging Artemisia by taking her hand
in his and kissing it. At last, he turned to me and merely nodded,
saying understatedly, ‘Miss Elizabeth.’

As nobody else
had yet done so, I urged him to take a seat. Then, looking about
the room, Artemisia’s piercing glare reminded me of my purpose. It
was a challenge; flirting, I feared, fell without the compass of my
social skills. No one showed any inclination to instigate
conversation (Richard, no doubt, awaiting Artemisia’s lead), so I
tentatively began, ‘It is a fine morning, Captain Bryce. Did you
walk from your lodgings?’

‘That I did,
Miss Elizabeth,’ he replied.

‘Where do you
lodge?’ Artemisia asked pointedly.

He stated the
exact address. It was a street I knew of – down by the harbour.

Artemisia
didn’t respond, her silence conveying at best indifference, at
worst disapproval.

‘Most
convenient for the docks,’ I observed, words which, as I delivered
them, sounded singularly unseductive.

‘Indeed,’ he
replied, casting a glance in my direction.

I met it with a
warm, inviting smile, imagining myself pressed against the sweaty
tavern wall, with him pressing up against me. But, feeling the
blood rush to my cheeks and finding it impossible to hold his gaze,
I bowed my head.

‘Bess, check on
the tea,’ Richard said irritably, frowning as I rose to do his
bidding.

Predictably, I
found the tea to be non-existent and so set about preparing it. By
the time I returned to the parlour, a tray in my arms, Captain
Bryce had already made mention of a prior engagement that would,
unfortunately, curtail his visit. And so, after taking his tea and
declining further refreshment, he announced to Mrs Liston that,
regrettably, he had to leave.

With this
disclosure, Artemisia cast me a defeated glance.

‘Please show
the Captain out, Bess,’ her mother directed listlessly.

Following a
half-hearted exchange with Artemisia, he departed, with me leading
him from the room. Walking downstairs and the short length of the
hallway, I wanted to turn to look at him but couldn’t. I unlocked
the door and pulled it open to permit his exit. He stepped towards
me and I felt a shiver down my spine as my back made contact with
the cold hall wall.

Looking
intently into my eyes, Adam Bryce whispered, ‘Come to my rooms,
Bess – tomorrow.’

I was
speechless.

He repeated the
address of his lodgings unnecessarily; I had committed it to memory
the first time I’d heard it. ‘If you come for three, I’ll meet you
at the rear of the house.’ He stayed close to me and spoke softly.
I could feel his breath on my face and thought he might kiss me.
But he withdrew, descending the steps to the pavement without a
backward glance.

I loitered in
the doorway, watching his form recede. At some distance, he stopped
and turned. He was so far away that I couldn’t claim we held one
another’s gaze but he must have been able to see me watching.

My actions were
temporarily disabled by Adam Bryce’s wholly inappropriate
invitation. But what I felt most strongly was desire. His
intentions towards me be what they may, I determined to go to
him.

 


 



Chapter 3

 


Sunday morning
dawned fresh and fair but I was restless; eager to hasten the
passing of the hours before my appointment with Captain Bryce yet,
at the same time, dreading the advent of it.

When I went
down to breakfast, I discovered that Mrs Liston was still in her
bed, following a sleepless night. Artemisia, reluctant to leave her
mother in such a state, declined my offer to accompany her to
church. When Richard said he wasn’t minded to attend either, I
spied an opportunity to quit the house for the day and proposed
that I should represent the family and explain to the Reverend that
other family members were absent owing to Mrs Liston’s precarious
health. Artemisia expressed concern for my venturing out alone but
the raised eyebrow I directed her way silenced her, she herself
having given me a taste for freedom.

Richard was
satisfied with the course I suggested, until I asked him for the
generous contribution we made to the collection each week,
whereupon he declared that, if I was so eager to go to church, I
should foot the bill myself. Artemisia frowned to hear her
brother’s ill-humoured rejoinder but didn’t intervene. So, after
bidding them both good morning as civilly as was possible following
our discourse, I repaired to my room and put on my bonnet, before
setting off, bound for Saint Mary Redcliffe. The church wasn’t our
regular place of worship but there I could pass for one of the
common congregation and place the meagre sum that I could
personally afford on the plate without embarrassment. I couldn’t
countenance paying the ostentatious offering expected of the
Listons at our usual service from my own purse.

Outdoors, the
air burst with spring’s promise. Despite having on my long black
cloak, with the hood pulled over my bonnet to shield my skin from
prying eyes, I could sense the warmth of the sun on my face. I felt
better for the bracing walk I took down the hill and through the
City’s harbour district, bound for Redcliffe. As I approached the
ancient building, I was distracted by the sight of its incomplete
spire. It has ever looked this way – incongruous, and yet the
architecture is otherwise so beautiful that I’m drawn to it. When
finally my sights fell from the lofty church tower, back down to
earth, I jumped to spy, not twenty feet before me, the back of
Captain Bryce, amidst a family grouping. It was undoubtedly he; I
couldn’t mistake his stature, head of thick brown hair, dignified
gait or ubiquitous naval attire. I instantly slowed my pace,
hanging back to observe him at a safe distance.

He too was
bound for the church, along with his party. As the young lady
walking beside him turned her head, I was intrigued to see Caroline
Pierce, Richard’s fiancée.

Turning on my
heels, I headed back towards the City without further
consideration. I couldn’t possibly have entered the church, the
risk of being seen by the Captain being too great. Initially, I
intended to go home but I had no desire to return to the company of
Richard and Artemisia and I longed to be in a place of worship.
Recent events having cast me adrift, I reasoned that some communion
with my maker might restore my sense of equilibrium.

Almost despite
myself, I walked to the Methodist chapel, the ‘New Room,’ in the
heart of Broadmead, and, without hesitation, went inside.

What clean,
sparse beauty I beheld: the chapel walls white and free from
decoration; sunlight flooding the octagonal vaulted window in the
roof to illuminate the space below. The chapel was empty, no
services being held at this hour, so I took a seat in a pew towards
the rear of the congregational area, where the shadow cast by the
upper galleries afforded me some privacy, lest other worshipers
should arrive.

But no one did.
For thirty minutes I sat quite alone with my thoughts. My
surroundings calmed, but didn’t comfort, me. And my reflections
remained just that – I couldn’t have named them prayers.

It wasn’t so
much that I felt I’d been abandoned but that it appeared the Divine
didn’t have a solution for the predicament in which I found myself.
Or maybe the truth was that I’d already decided what I was going to
do – and the better part of me knew it was wrong.

I am ashamed to
admit that it was nothing purer than vanity that caused me to
decide to return home before going to Captain Bryce’s apartments
that afternoon. Certainly, killing time in the City, when I had
habitually to hide my face from view, was arduous, but it was my
concern for the suitability of my dress and the wish to check my
appearance in the glass that led me to slip through the back door
of the Listons’ house not long after mid-day. I intended to beat a
speedy retreat to my room, to wash and collect myself, before
venturing back out, bound for my assignation.

Imagine my
chagrin upon discovering Artemisia’s quivering frame slumped on the
bottom step of the stairs, barring my path. She sensed my presence
before I had the opportunity to do an about-turn. ‘What’s the
matter?’ I asked in a tone of anticipated defeat, knowing very well
what her answer would be.

And so, on the
stroke of three o’clock, when I ought to have been learning the
nature of Adam Bryce’s intentions, I found myself soothing
Artemisia as the physician treated her ailing mother. To have
abandoned her in her state of distraction would have been nothing
short of callous and I couldn’t have concocted a story to justify
my need to abscond that I could have got past Hannah anyway.

When the
physician left, Artemisia returned directly to her mother’s bedside
and I sought out Hannah, who had remained in Mrs Liston’s room, to
gauge the outcome of the doctor’s visit. I found Hannah in the
kitchen, her expression grave.

‘She hasn’t
gone?’ I asked instinctively, concerned for my own
unanswered questions.

‘Not for want
of trying,’ I heard Hannah mutter to herself in response. Then when
she saw my confused expression, she said softly, ‘Not much longer,’
and shook her head. ‘Young Miss is back up with her now.’

I nodded and
then asked, ‘And Richard?’

Hannah shook
her head more vigorously and, frowning, said, ‘The Full Moon, The
Seven Stars; your guess is as good as mine, Grace.’

* * *

Richard
returned home in the early evening and had a brief audience with
his bed-ridden mother before going back out. Thereafter, Artemisia
resumed her watch until Hannah sent me to prise her away from Mrs
Liston’s sickbed around ten o’clock. All evening I’d felt restless,
wondering how Adam would have interpreted my failure to respond to
his invitation, wondering still at his motivation and the nature of
his soul. And then I would stop myself, realising how selfish my
concerns appeared in the face of Mrs Liston’s circumstances and
Artemisia’s distress. And then I would remember why I now had a
sense of detachment regarding my former adopted family.

‘Artemisia, you
must rest, dear. Go to bed and sleep. I’ll stay with her. If her
condition should worsen, I’ll wake you,’ I promised once I’d gone
upstairs to Mrs Liston’s chamber. The room felt like a crypt, all
the shutters closed and the sickbed illuminated by but two
candles.

Artemisia,
visibly exhausted from the strain of keeping watch over her mother,
was reluctant to take leave. ‘Go now. Rest. It does her no good if
you make yourself ill with lack of sleep.’ Obviously torn, she
tentatively rose from her mother’s bedside and, briefly touching my
arm, left the room without speaking.

I lit some more
candles from those that were already alight, sat down in the chair
that Artemisia had vacated and thought. Mrs Liston’s appearance
bore out what Hannah had suggested. Her visage was grey and gaunt,
her breathing barely audible. Death was stealing over her.

I took Mrs
Liston’s hand and pressed my thumb into her palm. She roused,
murmuring, ‘Joshua,’ in her confusion.

‘It is Grace,
Mrs Liston,’ I said, recalling her to the present.

‘Our good
Bess,’ she said feebly.

I considered
how to begin.

‘I knew you’d
come; first Richard, then Artemisia, now you.’

‘Hm.’

‘It’s time, my
dear.’

‘There is a
matter you and I need to discuss,’ I replied firmly, fearing she
would slip away. Her attention seemed to be waning already.
Perceiving the necessity to arrest her, I asked, ‘Was Mr Liston my
father?’

Turning her
head towards me on the pillow, she responded, ‘You have only just
realised?’

‘I need to know
everything,’ I demanded.

‘I swore I’d
never tell,’ she responded weakly.

‘But you
must,’ I insisted.

She was silent
for a time and then she fixed her pale eyes on me and said, ‘If I
am to betray Joshua’s trust, then you must grant me a wish in
return.’

When she told
me what she required, I took a moment to digest her words. I knew
that, by agreeing, I’d be damned. But if I refused, the outcome
would, as she said, be the same and I would never know more about
the circumstances of my advent.

I nodded sober
assent to her scheme and Elizabeth Liston gestured to a chest in
the corner of the bedchamber, saying feebly, ‘The papers are all in
there.’

I sprang across
the room and lifted up the heavy lid of the old thing. Feverishly,
I began to rifle through its contents.

‘At the
bottom,’ Mrs Liston murmured.

It took me a
time to locate them – the chest contained so many documents. When
finally I pulled out a scrolled parchment that looked to have been
carefully resealed, Mrs Liston said, ‘That’s it.’

I broke the
seal and unravelled the scroll, asking, ‘Is it a record of my
birth?’

Mrs Liston
convulsed in what appeared a macabre form of laughter and said,
‘There is no record of your birth.’

I read the
parchment. It soon became all too clear what it documented. ‘He
bought me?’ I uttered incredulously.

‘It was the
only
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