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As Kitt tramped on alone towards the villa, unease clung to him like the rancid sweat that soaked his shirt. He was weak-headed, sure enough, after five days of throwing up over the boat rail. At Leghorn, his port of arrival in Italy, he had disdained the other disembarking English passengers. They had jostled and jawed in gaudy Paris costumes, their ruddy faces peering into Mr Nugent’s Grand Tour. While they dawdled over vast portmanteaus, he had pushed past them with only a saddlebag slapping his hips. He was no mere tourist, Kitt told himself. He was here to hunt down Carinna, not follow some vulgar Itinerary.

Yet, at eighteen years old, Italy was entirely unknown to him. Un­­­certainly, he had hired the first unshaven ruffian who grasped his sleeve and offered himself as a guide. Soon he regretted that attempt at swagger: at Lucca, the rogue had urged him to enter a squalid inn to meet his purported bellissima sister. By then Kitt understood he was very far from his usual Covent Garden haunts. No doubt a gang of sharpers, or even cut-throats, waited inside. The coin of dismissal he had tossed at the scoundrel lost him use of the horse, but later he blessed Lady Fortune for that.

There had been no news from Carinna since her last letter, the letter he kept tucked against his ribs. He knew the words by heart and worried them afresh, squinting at the bleached ribbon of road she had ridden more than six weeks before him:



7th March 1773

Villa Ombrosa

My Dearest Kitt,

I have at last arrived and am mighty glad to have the key to our uncle’s villa. Trust your sister, for all will turn out well in time. Forgive my evasions – if only clocks would run faster we might soon be together again and all our troubles over. I can say no more, for I cannot trust the truth to a post that may be tampered with.

Your sister,

Carinna



When he had first read her letter he had felt only mild alarm. What was this truth she concealed, and who did she imagine would open her post? He had persuaded himself he could do nothing, suffering as he was from his usual lack of funds. Then, when his letters begging for news had remained unanswered for four, then five weeks, his agitation had heightened to a sort of madness, and he had pawned his best coat and set off without a word to any other soul. He had written to her from Marseilles, assuring her he would arrive on Easter Sunday. But that damned boat had first been delayed by the weather and then blown about like a cork on the heaving ocean. All had been against him. Yet – how had it taken him six weeks?



The iron gates of the villa yielded with a rusty squawk and Kitt glimpsed the white bulk of the building through the avenue of lime trees. The sun was sinking, and bands of honeyed light fell between the trees as his boots crunched loudly across the gravel. A sudden gust rose and lifted the branches with a hiss like a hidden torrent. Even the evening breeze was as warm as an animal’s breath.

It was a decent property, this retreat of their uncle’s. Though the devil only knew what vice Uncle Quentin had purchased it for, so far from English eyes. He would certainly stay awhile, Kitt mused, as the broad house with its leprous statues, terrace and lawns came into view. Whatever Carinna was running from, this was a comfortable bolthole. He revived to picture her at first overjoyed to see him, then sympathetic as she heard the account of his damnable journey. They must still be at siesta, he thought. A clever notion that, however foreign. Later he would rest on a cool pillow to ease his throbbing head. Before supper he would bathe, have the servants clean his clothes, and drift away from all his burden of cares in luxurious sleep.

‘Carinna?’ He called her name into the stillness, but only a shower of paper-dry leaves sighed in reply. Mounting the terrace he found inviting chairs and cushions bleached by many seasons of sunshine. The door stood ajar.

He entered the hall’s deep shadow. ‘Carinna,’ he demanded, blinking in the murky coolness. ‘Carinna? I am here.’

He was answered by silence. Ah, not quite. The jingle of a silvery bell reached him from the rear of the house. Someone was at home. Opening his mouth to call again, he found his tongue was suddenly too dry to speak. There was a new sound that was oddly irregular and – inhuman. A clink, and claw-like tapping. And then that tinkling of a doll-like bell. With silent care he pushed the door open and passed into the first room. It was empty. There were shabby furnishings: a sofa, gilded mirror, and ticking clock. Standing on the hearthrug Kitt listened acutely, all the time watching the gaping door that led to the back of the house. Now he could hear no sound save a low irregular buzzing. It was only then, as he inhaled sharply, that he noticed the stench: a gross, high stink that recollected the putrid bowels of the ship from which he had just escaped. He gagged and buried his mouth in his linen. In the act of dropping his head, he had only one moment to comprehend a small demonic being rushing across the floor towards him. With a cry he kicked out hard with his riding boot. The creature screeched with pain and then retreated, whimpering backwards against the sofa.

‘Bengo!’

By Christ, it was Carinna’s little pug, a dog no larger than a rat, with tinder-stick legs and doe eyes. Around his neck was a silver collar hung with a tiny bell.

Crouching, he whispered the dog’s name and stretched out his hand to pet its trembling back. ‘Where is she, little fellow?’

The dog’s eyes flickered with suspicion, his worm’s tail twitched. Crusty yellow vomit hung from his snout.

Holding his kerchief to his mouth, Kitt hesitated. He would have wagered that death lay in this house. He steeled himself to go into the back room and confront what he had travelled so far to find.

Before him stretched a table laden for a feast. Yet no guests sat on the velvet chairs. No bodies slumped across the cloth. A vast lump of meat had place of honour, rippling as if alive with a swarm of steel-blue flies. The tarts standing on gilded china were blotched grey with powdered mould; the bread sprouted puffy hairs of creeping fungus. A pyramid of sweetmeats had collapsed. Grapes had wrinkled into puckered raisins. Groping backwards, he saw a decanter of wine on the sideboard and reached out instinctively for a restorative gulp. Yet as his hand clutched the glass, a bulbous fly crawled over the rim and buzzed towards his face. Slapping it away, he saw the scene with greater clarity: pearly maggots wriggled amongst dishes of mould. The white cloth was smeared with trails of hardened dog excrement. On the instant he fled back to the hall and the gaping entrance door, where he gasped fresh air in greedy mouthfuls.

The air revived Kitt a little, though it brought no peace to his racketing head. Sweat broke out on his face. Where the devil were the servants? As furtive as a snake, Bengo slinked between his boots and bolted for the undergrowth. That dog had the right notion, Kitt decided. Carinna was not here. Something had happened. His youthful loathing of petty laws and officials made him keen to run away, too. Pretend you were never here, his instincts whispered. Rapidly he reviewed his route: he had kept his destination secret. He could be far from here by midnight. Yet, if he left now, he would never know Carinna’s fate. She might be upstairs. She might have left a message. Christ be damned, he would have to go back inside.

Turning on his heels he made a rapid tour of the lower rooms. He found a fussy sitting room with signs of occupation by a housekeeper or other damned hireling. Then, a kitchen still in disarray from preparations for the meal. Broken cakes on the table cast up a nauseous fragrance. The scent fleetingly recollected lilies at a funeral. All the downstairs were deserted. He had to pause at the gaping front door once again to refresh his lungs. If she is here, he thought, alive or dead, I must go upstairs and find her.

The stairs groaned as he climbed. He could give no name to what he feared. For which untimely guests was that sickening banquet laid out? And why would Carinna abandon Bengo? Reaching the first floor he entered the lesser rooms and found them all empty. Then he found a dressing room with water growing putrid in a ewer. Finally, he faced a closed door with a brass handle. He guessed it was the finest room, the one with broad windows above the villa’s entrance. He grasped the handle and swung it open.

‘Carinna!’ For an instant he believed he had found her. She stood with her back to him in a ruffled gown of rosy silk, quite motionless in the centre of the room. Approaching, his sight cleared: the gown was hanging on a wooden dressing stand, the face a globe of wood on which Carinna’s hat was hung, the whole display a cruel masquerade. He strode up to the figure and gaped at it in bafflement. Carinna’s familiar scent of violets rose from the gown, tantalising him with her presence. In frustration, he hit out at the mocking skeleton of wood and sent the head crashing to the ground. That it was a jest intended to torment himself he knew for certain when he saw his own letter tucked deep in the gown’s bodice. It bore the imprint of his broken seal. He had himself written it from Marseilles, barely a week past. He felt like a lunatic; brain-choked and baffled.

Yet in dislodging the letter something else had clattered out onto the floor – the Mawton Rose. It was the ruby belonging to that old fumbler Sir Geoffrey, a jewel so famed for its fierce scarlet fire that it was valued at more than one thousand pounds. So she had taken it, the clever puss. Greedily, he pocketed the Rose and his own crumpled letter. Finally, his mind lurched to the only possible conclusion. Carinna might have left Bengo behind if she were ill or crazed or forced by a pistol. But to abandon a jewel worth a fortune? He knew in his blood that Carinna was dead.

He could not bear another moment in that mocking house. In a tumbling descent he fled down the stairs, through the trees and gates and back to the lonely road. Should he find some authority, he wondered? Make a report? No, no. He had the Rose – why surrender that to some buffoon of a magistrate? His need was greater than theirs. Besides, if Carinna was dead he was her closest living family. And he needed cash so badly. It was providence. Oh, but Carinna was gone. He sensed he was only a few desperate days too late.

Behind him a twig snapped loudly. Crying out in anguish, Kitt swivelled as he ran, half stumbling but fearing to halt and investigate. Deep shadows loomed about him now; the undergrowth on each side of the track rose like the walls of a labyrinth, far taller than he remembered. Footsteps rustled behind him. Had they seen him? God damn that he had lingered! He ran faster, his fingers clutching at sharp briars, his boots stumbling. Why had he come here? It was almost dark; he would be hunted through the night.

Then the jingle of a silver bell unmasked his pursuer. It was only that squashed-snout lapdog Bengo, fearful of being left behind.

‘Be off, damn you,’ he shouted at the pale smudge of conscience that followed him. Yet still it trailed behind him over each wearisome furlong. Every few minutes he believed he had outrun the dog, only to hear, once again, its patter and jingle. Then at last he saw the huddled rooftops of a village and heard the tolling of an evening bell. Finally, a wagon crossed his path drawn by a plodding donkey. In desperate tones Kitt hailed the driver. ‘Taverna. Presto,’ he urged, shoving a coin at the startled man. Inside the tented cart a gaggle of dark faces peered at him in inquisitive silence.

He ached for the hot sting of spirits against his throat. Cards, a fine bottle, the baize table; that was his realm. Fingering the Rose inside his pocket he traced its cold angles and wondered how quickly he might turn it into cash. He needed to find a town where a bed and brandy were cheap, and questions were few. Rocked by the wagon, he felt suddenly as vacant as air, as if the uncertain attempt at manhood that was Kitt Tyrone had vanished from the earth along with his sister. Until that day he had smouldered with fury at his life’s injustices, but now only fitful ashes of fear fluttered at his core.

He dropped his eyes into his grimy fists. He could not rub from his inner eye that final image of the dog. It haunted him again – indeed, it continued to patter at his heels all his life. Especially when fatigued, when alone, or most horribly, when passing from waking to sleep, he heard that whimpering and those scurrying short steps. Even when he had finally given up hope of finding her and wanted only the oblivion of an empty bottle, it still followed him. Long after all the lire from pawning the Rose had disappeared into quick Italian fingers, that pale shadow hobbled after him through the darkness. To his desperate end he could not stop himself from picturing that dog’s jingling journey, backwards down the white road, once again to face the gaping gates and that mouldering feast.





A half year earlier





Every cook knows it’s a rare day when you have all the parts of the perfect dish. But that day back at Mawton I had everything I needed: white fleshed pippins, pink quince, and a cinnamon stick that smelled like a breeze from the Indies. My flour was clean, my butter as yellow as a buttercup. It’s not enough, mind you, to have only the makings of a dish. There’s the receipt honed through the ages, written down in precious ink. And beyond that is the cook, for only she can judge how much stirring is enough, or have the light fingers to rub a pastry well. It’s no common event, that gathering of all the parts that make the perfect dish.

It makes me think that’s how it is for us servants. No one pays you much heed; mostly you’re invisible as furniture. Yet you overhear a conversation here, and add a little gossip there. A writing desk lies open and you cannot help but read a paper. Then you find something, something you should not have found. It’s not so very often, with your servants’ broken view, that you can draw all the ingredients together. And it’s a rare day when all the parts combine in one story, and the chief of those parts is you.

So that is where I’ll start this tale, on that October baking day. I was making taffety tarts that afternoon in the kitchen at Mawton, as the sunlight flittered across the whitewashed walls and the last roses nodded at the window. I’ll begin with a confession, mind. I’d crept into Mrs Garland’s room when she wasn’t there and secretly copied out her best receipt. It’s no wonder our old cook used to say I was as crafty as a jackdaw. ‘Your quick eyes miss nothing, Biddy Leigh,’ she always said, shaking her head, but laughing. I’d kept my scrap of paper secret all year long and often pondered how to better it. That baking day was the third day Mrs G had shut herself away in the stillroom, dosing herself with medicinal waters. As I rolled the pastry I lived out a fancy I had nourished since the first apple blossom pinked in May – the making of the perfect dish.

Next day was All Hallows Eve, or Souling Night as we called it, and all our neighbours would gather for Old Ned’s cider and Mrs Garland’s Soul Cakes. After the stablemen acted out the Souling play, the unmarried maids would have a lark, guessing their husband’s name from apple parings thrown over their shoulders. So what better night, I thought, for Jem to announce our wedding? At the ripe age of twenty-two years, the uncertainties of maidenhood were soon to pass me by. Crimping my tarts, I passed into that forgetfulness that is a most delightful way of being. My fingers scattered flour and my elbows spun the rolling pin along the slab. Unrolling before my eyes were scenes of triumph: of me and Jem leading a cheery procession to the chapel, posies of flowers in my hand and pinned to Jem’s blue jacket. In my head I turned over the makings of my Bride Cake that sat in secret in the larder – ah, wouldn’t that be the richest, most hotly spiced delight?

And all the bitter maidens who put it underneath their pillows would be sorrowing to think that Jem was finally taken, bound and married off to me.

The only sour note that struck was the sudden bang-slapping of a bird against the windowpane. It was a robin redbreast pecking at the glass, his wings beating in a frenzy.

‘Scarper,’ I shouted, flapping my hands about. What was it he warned me of, that he stared so hard and tapped all in a frenzy?

‘Is it a robin?’ Teg had crept in from the scullery and the fear I felt was echoed in her gawping tones. ‘He be a messenger. ’Tis a famous omen. Death be coming here.’

‘That’s enough of your claptrap,’ I snapped back. Risking breaking the glass, I lifted a ladle and knocked it against the pane so hard that the bird flew off on the instant.

‘You see. He were only a fledgling tricked by the glass. If you’ve finished the apples there are fowls to pluck.’

Teg cast me a poisonous glance and swore she had not finished half her chores. I’m not daft, I knew our scullery maid would be off to tell her gossips what a Miss Toity that Biddy Leigh was and how this omen must herald my bad end. She wishes it true, I thought, as I checked the oven’s heat with a sizzle of spit. She is jealous and rankles under every command I give her. But it was only a gormless fledgling. No person who knew their ABC would give a farthing for such a sign.


The tarts were scarcely in the oven when the noise startled me. A right how-row it was: hollering grooms, clattering gates, dogs yelping and barking. Then a fancy hired carriage rolled right inside our yard, the team of horses snorting, the heavy harnesses creaking and jingling. My first thought was, what on earth was I to feed any company with? We had a good stock of provender for the servants, but nowt for the likes of Sir Geoffrey if he’d come up all the way from London.

Off I scarpered to the back door to see who it was. What with the stable boys jostling and a stray pig upsetting the cider pots, at first I could barely glimpse her. Then I pushed my way through and saw a young woman climb down, no more than my own age, only she was as pale as a flour bag, with rosebud lips pressed tight together, and two spots of rouge high on her cheeks. She stared at the rabble, her eyes narrowing. She weren’t afeared of us, no not one whit. She lifted her chin and said in a throaty London drawl, ‘Mr Pars. Fetch him at once.’ Like magic the scene changed: three or four fellows legged it indoors and those staying behind hung back a bit, fidgeting before this girl that might have dropped from the moon for all we’d ever seen such a being in our yard. What drew my eye was her apricot-coloured gown that shone like a diamond. I drank in all her marks of fashion: the peachy ribbon holding the little dog she clutched to her bosom, her powdered curls, but most of all it was her shoes I fixed on. They were made of shiny silver stuff, and in spite of the prettiest heels you ever saw, were already squelched in Mawton mud. It were a crime to ruin those shoes, but there were no denying it, she’d landed in a right old pigsty.

I knew she had to be Sir Geoffrey’s new wife, this so-called Lady Carinna we had jawed about since they got married some three weeks ago down in London. One of the grooms had told us she was near to forty years younger than Sir Geoffrey, and hadn’t that set our tongues wagging? While the men made lewd jests, we women asked, what was she thinking, to let herself be married to our




































~ A Plum Fool ~

Take a pint of plums and scald them till tender, strain through a hair sieve leaving the skins. Add to the pulp orange-flower water and five ounces of fine sugar. When cold, mix it with a little cream till it is smooth, then add thick cream, mix it well, and send it to table.

Given to me, Martha Garland by my granny Anne Garland of Tarvin who had it from her Granny Haggitt before her





~ A Portable Soup for Travellers ~

Take three legs of veal, one of venison, two pig’s feet or whatsoever other good meats are at hand. Lay in a boiler with butter, four ounces of anchovies, two ounces of mace, five or six celery, three carrots, a faggot of herbs, put water in to cover it close and set it on the fire for four hours. Strain it through a hair sieve and set it on the fire another day to boil till it be thick like glue. Pour it on flat earthen dishes and let it stand till the next day. Cut it out like a crown piece and set out in the sun. Put them in a tin box with writing paper betwixt every cake. This is a very useful soup for travellers for by adding boiling water it will make a good basin of broth or mix readily with pottages, stews or gravies.

Martha Garland, 1750, a most useful receipt given me by Mistress Salter of Chester





~ A Brandy Posset ~

Take a bowl by the fire and break in nine eggs mingled with half a bottle of brandy, one whole cinnamon, three blades of mace. Now grate in nutmeg for half a minute and place near the fire taking care not to curdle. Heat a quart of cream with a basin of sugar and watch with care till it almost boils and frizzles at the edges. Lift it and pour from a height into the wine and eggs. Let it sit still by the fire till it is settled then strew upon it fine sugar.

How it was given at the Star Inn, Nantwich, served in a posset pot of blue stuff and was as good as was ever made, Biddy Leigh, 1772





~ An English Rabbit of Cheese ~

Toast your slices of bread then pour as much wine over as will soak in. Cut up a plate of cheese, very thin and lay it thick over the bread. Set it before the fire and brown the top with an iron shovel heated in the fire. Serve it away hot.

Biddy Leigh, her best way, 1772





At a place called Stony Stratford me and Mr Loveday slipped off to a fair; it was nothing to Chester Fair, but a merry gathering still. There was gilded gingerbread, a turnabout ride for the children, and buffoons crying out for all to see their counting pigs and Amazon queens and whatnots. Using a few coppers Mr Loveday found in his pocket we then took a look at a Ghost Show. It was horribly dark in the tent and the air stank of coal smoke disguised by incense. The buffoon gave us a long hogwash talk about how we must all be mighty careful not to look in the eyes of the spirits or we might fall down dead. Then at last, with a flash of light the figure of a devil came wavering out of the smoke. It was all quite cleverly done. Poor Mr Loveday buried his face in his hands and would not look at it. He was not alone, for many other people cried out in terror and some rushed pell-mell to escape. Though I told him there was a lantern contraption making shadows, Mr Loveday couldn’t make sense of the trick at all.

‘I very sorry think bad things,’ he said with chattering teeth. ‘Now devil come chase me.’

Sometimes that lad was scared of his own shadow, so I stood him a drink, and once he’d knocked back some ale he settled down. All day I’d been fretting over Mr Pars’ news, that Sir Geoffrey had lost all power of speech and movement. Mighty strange that sounded to me. Naturally, George scoffed at his illness and said it was only what old men should expect if they marry young ladies. For myself, I thought it rum that my mistress spoke not a word of it and carried on just as before. As for Mr Loveday, he was sure some spirit had got inside the master, but I was having none of it. I’d read a great list of Remedies in The Cook’s Jewel and found that apoplexy was caused by an excess of blood in the neck. Purging and bleeding were what he needed.

Then I asked Mr Loveday about when he first worked for our mistress.

‘First I work as footman in Mr Quentin house. Then Lady Carinna want own footman now she married an’ all that.’

‘So were you there on her wedding day?’

‘I go on carriage. I stand at church door.’

‘On her wedding day, what did she look like?’

‘What she look like? Like she look.’

Lord, it was like pulling teeth. ‘I mean, was she happy?’

‘Before – she look like crying. Then after she quiet face.’

‘And Sir Geoffrey, was he happy?’

Loveday’s face creased into a white-toothed grin. ‘He drunk much liquor,’ he laughed. ‘Mr Quentin, he dress him, he heavy as old stone. His head hurt mighty bad.’

Just then a shower of hailstones sent us pelting back to the inn with spattered clothes and ratty hair. There I had the misfortune to walk right into my mistress and Jesmire in the hallway of the inn.

‘Where have you been hiding? And what in heaven’s name do you look like?’

Jesmire shook her grey head slowly. It was true my face was red raw from the icy hail.

‘Your complexion will be ruined,’ complained my mistress, as I shivered before her in my soaking gown. ‘I thought country servants had fresh faces. That’s what all the ballads say. Girl, I have some cowslip water in my travelling case, most esteemed to improve the face. I give you permission to go to my chamber and take a cupful to dowse your face. What do you say to that?’

I curtseyed and mumbled my thanks. As for Jesmire, she looked so affronted at my mistress’s kindness that it cheered me up no end.

Once I was dry, I made my way to my lady’s chamber while she was still downstairs at cards. The cowslip water was in my lady’s travelling box, an ingenious cabinet filled with every sort of brush, powder puffer, and bottles of perfume and pomade. Admiring all her pretty things, I poured myself a cupful of the cowslip water. Then, dawdling before the lovely bright fire, I dabbed a little Cologne water on my bodice. Next, my hand fell on a little amber bottle and I lifted it to take a sniff. It was somewhat like an apothecary’s bottle, tight stoppered with a label that said ‘Sassafras Oil’. Inside was a sweet heavy oil that reeked like no ordinary scent. Then suddenly a cold draught from the doorway started me sneezing, which try as I might to stop it, exploded like a flurry of gunfire. Quickly closing the portmanteau, I jumped up just in time to see a figure at the door. It was Mr Pars.

‘My Lady,’ he called, as I turned. I curtseyed and told him my mistress had told me to come up and dress my face. ‘Very well, Biddy. That will be all,’ he replied, which was kindness itself from that curmudgeon. Then I found my own closet under the eaves and had a very pleasant spell dressing my face with the complexion water.

I thought no more of the Sassafras Oil until the next night when I lay on my pallet reading The Cook’s Jewel. I pored through the quivery old writing with my fingertip. There it was, amongst a great list of Remedies for fearful contagions: Sassafras Oil. I yawned, but read on and tried to guess what Lady Carinna might want with such stuff. Five to ten drops on sugar for the pox and gleets. Surely not, for I would have seen any sores if she had them. Praised for application to wens and rheumatics, it continued, and after childbed and menstrual obstruction. None of those were likely, and as for being recently at childbed, her bosom had no signs of milk. Then I read the final line. ‘One teaspoon of the oil produced vomiting, stupor and collapse in a young man.’

I shut the book fast. So she did have the means if she wished it, to strike down her husband. Maybe her giddiness was all an act? After all, we all knew she was merrily spending Sir Geoffrey’s money with not a shred of conscience. Was it possible that she had stirred a teaspoon of oil into the old man’s drink?



Next morning I peered closely at my mistress as she dozed beside Jesmire. In the fresh light of day I could never believe she had poisoned my master. She was young and wilful, but I did not count those as crimes. Faultless is lifeless, was my opinion. And she was generous too, even if I did feel uneasy about that rose-red gown. Young and wilful and odd. Well, that made two of us amongst those canting codgers. Yet neither was she much like the noble folk we saw at inns, for she had slummery ways and was sometimes ill-tempered. When she let her airs drop I thought her a plain enough girl, being out to make her fortune certainly, but not at all wicked.

Suddenly her eyes opened so I quickly turned to stare out of the window.

‘Dreaming of home?’ she asked.

I nodded, for it seemed the safest way.

‘My true home is far away,’ she sighed, raising herself up. ‘A beautiful place in Ireland, where I was born. But when I was four, my mother died. I remember her as a delicate lady, robed in white, laying on a large canopied bed. My dear father died a year later, of the drink, at Crumlin races.’

I kept my mouth shut, wondering why in hell’s name she was telling me all this stuff.

Then all of a sudden she sat forward in her seat and looked at me like she could eat me alive.

‘Do you have a good memory, girl? Can you repeat what I just told you? It’s a little game I like to play.’

What kind of a game was that? Only to pander to her, I had a go.

‘You was born in Ireland. Your lady mother is dead, now that is a sad story, for she died when you were only four. She were a beauty but delicate, like.’

‘And my father?’ she asked keenly, as if she did not know herself.

‘Why he died of the drink at the Crumlin races.’

Just then Jesmire began to stir and wipe her hand against her dribbling mouth.

‘Very good,’ said my lady to herself and sat back to play with Bengo. Then the two of them began nattering, and as for me, I let myself dream awhile of Jem.



I smelt London before I saw it. It travelled on the breeze, the stink of night soil and coal smoke. As we got closer we reached a great hill and halted at the crest. Jumping down, I drank in the view so I might never forget it. Before us lay England’s great capital, spread like a hundred cities tacked together from end to end, studded with spires that pierced the sooty drifts of smoke. Here, I repeated to myself, is our Capital, the seat of the Quality and of Britain’s own King George and Queen Charlotte. I reckoned I would never see a finer sight, not in France nor Italy nor all the world.

It was slow work getting on the London road, what with the crush of carts, wagons, carriages and horses. Above us hung a hundred signs across the fronts of the buildings: Foreign Liquors Sold Here or Tea Dealer & Grocer or Oilman, Italian Wares and Pickles. Coffee houses, tavern signs, shop signs – everywhere painted words spoke of food and drink.

Old George had to perform miracles to squeeze our carriage between the loaded carts and street barrows jammed up against the roadside. At last we entered a broad road named the Strand and saw bookshops, mercers, mapmakers, milliners, and every kind of seller, all showing goods off behind glass windows like cabinets of treasure.

Lady Carinna’s uncle’s house was at Devereaux Court, and was nowhere near as large as Mawton, for it was only a townhouse with everything piled up in six lofty storeys. I was ordered to the kitchen by Mr Pars, and was right sorry to see Mr Loveday disappear upstairs with Her Ladyship.

The fug of old grease and blocked drains rising up the stairs told me all I needed to know about the kitchen. Being a man of fashion, Mr Tyrone had a man cook of course, so it gave me some satisfaction to see him suffer for it. Mr Meeks was an idling, cheating blubber-guts who took whatever he could from his master. Whenever Mr Tyrone wished to entertain, the kitchen was filled with baskets and parcels of goods all delivered from pastry cooks and taverns. All he did was primp the food with his black-rinded fingers and lay it on Mr Tyrone’s plates as if he’d cooked it all himself. As for the silver that passed into that rogue’s palm, it was like the fellow was minting the stuff. Yet if Meeks would not cook, I at least learned what his suppliers could concoct. One night I saw a vast transparent pudding all arrayed with playing cards made of solid blancmange, a most marvellous conceit. The lad who brought it told me how it was done, and thus I obtained a fine London receipt. Meeks overheard us and waddled over to admire the prettily painted playing cards.

‘Why I ain’t seen that confection since the gaming night we had for that tosspot, Sir Geoffrey,’ boasted Meeks, laughing to see my head shoot around at my master’s name. ‘We done up the salon like a right tip-top club,’ he scoffed. ‘The old man fell for the trick like a dead bird from a tree. You heard that story, eh, young Biddy? How your master got landed with Miss Carinna?’

I never gave him the satisfaction of a reply, but to think of my old master in that den of thieves made me ashamed, though I knew not why.



At last, one evening Mr Loveday stuck his head around the scullery door, where I was washing a heap of plates as high as a mountain.

‘How you, Miss Biddy?’ I wiped my hands on my apron and took his hand in mine, I was that happy to see him.

‘I’m ready for the off, Mr Loveday. Why in heaven’s name are we waiting here day after day? I thought we had a boat to catch at Dover.’

My friend pulled the door quietly shut behind him.

‘Listen, tomorrow everyone here go to royal parade. I go shops. You come with me, you not tell?’ I could have kissed him for thinking of me. And despite it being near midnight when I crept to my pallet in the kitchen boot hole, I could barely sleep for thinking of the morrow and my liberty.



‘Before we go,’ I pleaded next morning, when Mr Loveday came to fetch me after the others had all left, ‘please let me take a quick look at the house. I have seen nothing but dark passages since I came here. If anyone comes back we can say I’m helping you around the house.’

My friend hesitated but I knew he hadn’t the heart to deny me a thing. And what joy it was to climb the backstairs and find myself in Mr Tyrone’s high and airy hallway, admiring the gilded stairs, great lantern, and pretty tiled floor. Though the house was old, the decoration was much finer than Mawton, the walls painted sky blue and bearing decorations like moulded sugar work in pretty patterns.

We tiptoed upstairs to the dining room. On the long mahogany table stood a vast crystal punchbowl, and silverware that flashed in the morning light. I pictured that table properly laid, the candles dancing in the mirrors, the porcelain filled with my own best food. I swore that one day I would make a fancy dinner with all the care such a table deserved.

‘What room is that?’ I asked, seeing a further chamber hung with velvet curtains still drawn against the day. It was scattered with padded chairs that must have felt like clouds to sit upon, set around dainty leather card tables. ‘Is that the salon where Sir Geoffrey was entertained?’

My friend looked dismayed. ‘You come along, Miss Biddy. We go.’

I couldn’t stop myself; I passed into the room that smelt of stale tobacco and trapped dust. Lifting the heavy curtain, I saw no sign in the street below of anyone returning.

‘What was it happened when Sir Geoffrey was here? Were you in attendance that night?’

Mr Loveday reluctantly followed me inside.

‘We go now. Not allowed. I not remember.’

‘You do. I can see it in your face.’

Miserably, he looked about himself.

‘Go on, tell me,’ I urged.

Then, with great reluctance, he said, ‘Only because you my friend. I tell you.’





~ All Nations ~

A gross composition of all the different spirits sold in a dram-shop, collected in a vessel into which the drainings of the bottles and quartern pots are emptied.





~ Christmas Pie ~

Make a standing crust of twenty-four pounds of the finest flour, six pounds butter, half a pound rendered suet and raise in an oval with very thick walls and sturdy bottom. Bone a turkey, a goose, a fowl, a partridge and a pigeon and lay one inside the other along with mace, nutmeg, salt and pepper. Then have a hare ready stewed in joints along with its gravy, woodcocks, more game and whatsoever wild birds you can get. Lay them as close as you can and put at least four pounds of butter in the pie. Make your lid pretty thick and lay on such Christmas shapes as you wish upon it. Rub it all over with yolks of egg and bind it round with paper. It will take four hours baking in a bread oven. When it comes out melt two pounds of butter in the gravy that came from the hare and pour it hot in the pie through the hole.

Lady Maria Grice, from a most Ancient Receipt given to her by her Grandmama, 1742





~ Burned Toast Tea ~

Take as much dry crust of bread as the top of a penny loaf and set before the fire until the crust is burned cinder black. Pour over boiling water and soak until enough then strain into a sieve and mash it down. Drink while it is hot; if the first cup does not give relief drink another.

Biddy Leigh, a most worthy remedy for sickness of the stomach





~ An Unrivalled Chocolate Ice Cream ~

Take a pint of good cream, a heaped spoonful of best chocolate scraped, put it in when the cream boils and stir them well together, add the yolks of two eggs and sweeten it to your taste, let the eggs have a boil to thicken it. When cold put it in your freezing pot of pewter and plunge into a wooden pail. Pack about entirely with pounded ice and salt. When the mixture begins to firm about the sides stir it about with the spaddle so that all may be equally thick and smooth and frozen.

As made for Biddy Leigh, by Signor Renzo Cellini, Easter 1773





~ Ducklings in truffle sauce ~

Kill and draw your ducklings and tie up with leaves of sage tucked about the bodies. Spit them and dust with flour and set them with thick slices of bread between. Baste with the pan drippings using a feather. Your sauce is made of onion, garlic, oil and a little ham and celery shredded fine. Add the duck gizzards and pinions, cook till enough and add a spoonful of flour and two fingers of sweet marsala wine. When thickened add slices of truffle and send to your table with the ducklings.

A very fine dish cooked for Biddy Leigh, by Signor Renzo Cellini, Easter 1773





~ Comfrey Tea ~

Boil one oz of comfrey leaves to one quart of water and take in wineglassful doses frequently. It is of sovereign virtue as a remedy for any internal or external troubles; for bleedings, ulcers, phlegm, lung troubles, quinsy and hooping coughs.

A Remedy given me by Nanny Figgis, nurse to Harriet, Countess of Tilsworth, Lady Maria Grice, 1744
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And now there is not so much paper left in my book for my ramblings. The letter from England arrived last week and it did not surprise me, only skewered my heart as I read it. How long it had been passed from hand to hand I do not know, for it was travel-stained and crumpled from many weeks stuffed in the post boy’s bag. It came from the Montechino post house, bearing a message scribed by our former message boy, who now styled himself the Post House Clerk. He must have remembered our little coins and kindnesses, and directed it to Renzo’s Florence address. I stared a long time at the writing; it was an awkward secretive hand, I thought, and not one used to corresponding:



To Biddy Leigh

Villa Ombrosa

Italy

I know not if this should find you Biddy but ’tis sad news I write. Must be two year back, after a sad decline Mrs Garland died in her bed at Mawton Hall. There having been no news of you all so long we have given up I am sure. When Sir Geoffrey died at the end of ’73 the parson did tell us we must wait on Lady Carinna coming home but you never did come back did you so now the magistrate has taken charge. He said that with her brother also gone away, it were a right mess as the uncle also claimed the right to Mawton. So all Sir Geoffrey’s affairs be snarled up in the courts of London and not much hope of sorting them for years.

One black day the whole place were stripped by the bailiffs and all Sir Geoffrey’s fine old stuff loaded up on carts to be sold. After that me and Jem were sent off packing, which was a scandal and disgrace. As dwelling place we have called squatters rights over Reade Cottage down at Pars Fold. It is a leaky rattling place but Jem is trying to mend the roof, for we have no money spare now I am delivered of four naughty bairns forever mithering at my skirts.

Some say Mawton Hall has turned bad and will not wander there, but me and Jem go over the fence betimes to fetch them sweet fruits from the garden that’s all grown to riot. ’Tis not a place to linger, the kitchen windows being all broke and the floors turned mouldy from a flooding. ’Tis all rack and ruin, even that old stillroom blows empty for all the fancy glass were took out and sold. A blessing it were Mrs Garland never saw the sorry end of it.

If this should find you, ’tis to tell you Mrs Garland did leave a testament which is here enfolded as all was carried out proper for we saw her buried with a headstone all paid up in Mawton churchyard. I am sending the Testament for she writes of you but spite us all looking there was no book as she talks of. We have done our duty Jem and me and we have no obligation to you that be the end of this business.

Mrs Teg Burdett



Within the letter lay a paper wrapped in oilskin, raggedly written in my old friend’s well-remembered hand.



Martha Garland of Mawton in the county of Cheshire who departed her life makes her last Will in the manner following that is to say that her Will is that she be decently and handsomely buried at Mawton Churchyard and to each of her fellow servants she gives a pair of white mourning gloves and when her funeral expenses be satisfied and paid her Will be that the remainder should be distributed to the poor of the parish of Mawton aforesaid, only save one thing being her Cookery Book that she wrote in be given to her Friend Biddy Leigh as a remembrance of her happiest years of industry shared.

All these matters aforesaid witnessed here unto my hand this 2nd day of January 1775.

Martha Garland



I said this news was long expected. For a while I have wondered who The Cook’s Jewel is for. I sit at my ivory desk and gaze out of clear glass windows, watching our riverman steer his cargo of lemons into our watergate. I hear Evelina chatter to her tutor in the next room, his bass rumble murmuring in reply. Jack is jumping up and down the stairs in a noisy clatter, and baby Renzo shrieking joyfully as Ugo barks. All about me the house chunners and hums. I grasp at the question again, for it is a hard one. Who did I write all this down for, I ask myself? To say I wrote for Mrs Garland, that is the simplest answer. Yet she was never likely to read these pages. When I kissed her soft cheek I knew it was the last time. Sighing, I wipe my eyes, for I will never kiss that cheek again.

I leaf through the older parts of the book. All those receipts and remedies, caudles and possets. Why collect them at all? That band of women stretching back in time, each giving their best pleasures scratched in precious ink. Men, they say, make wars, but women are more generous. Lifting that butter-stained scrap that bears Mrs Garland’s taffety tart, she is conjured right before my eyes. When I hold the cinnamon smears to my nose I am back in that sunny kitchen at Mawton, lining up blue-glazed pots on the knife-scarred table. I could eat that paper, so much do I long to be there again.

I think of Mrs Garland’s box of scraps, scribbled down like beacons against the coming darkness. Those women made their perfect dishes, then wrote them in forget-me-not words so we might taste them. My understanding glows, like the hollowed fruits Renzo fills with candles at his midnight feasts. What are receipts but messages from the dead, saying ‘Taste me’. I am minded that when we eat, we eat a dish of love.

So did I write this great journal all for me? I have long suspected Mrs Garland gave me this task to help me on my way. What better method to help me forget my cares than to call up each day as it passed and write it down by rushlight. Yet as I tuck my handkerchief back in my flowered pocket and watch the light grow dim on the river I have an odd thought. Who am I now? Am I still that Biddy Leigh who set off six years past? Am I still that raw-tongued clod-hopping chit with a brain bursting with old receipts? No, I am Signora Bibiana Cellini. I would scarcely know myself, for my jewelled fingers are pale and neat from my dresser’s attentions, my face powdered, and my waist grows thick as another childbed approaches. I search for a thread that leads from that day when I crimped those taffety tarts at Mawton, to today as I tuck my diamond-buckled shoes beneath my desk. The thread is as thin and brittle as spun sugar. For now I am loved, I am as whole as two half sugar globes spun back together as one. I have made life in my dear little children. I have tasted life. And I have touched the rotting chill of death.

So Mawton stands empty; our kitchen invaded by wind and rain, the tall windows shattered, its brick carcass rotting. Even Sir Geoffrey’s ancient paintings and furnishings are sold and scattered like the wind. I wonder if that tale has come to pass, of a white lady who walks the dark plantation path to her ruined stillroom. I understand more of Lady Maria’s tragic history now, her husband poxed near to madness, the numberless babes conceived and lost, her passion for herblore hiding a darker quest. Here in The Cook’s Jewel I’ve found pages of Remedies against Contagion: the sassafras oil, the cordials of henbane and wormwood. Pitiful Lady Maria, the curse she carried to Mawton was surely the love and avarice she stirred in young Humphrey Pars.

How far away I feel from rain-washed England, from Mawton and its mossy churchyard. ’Tis a pity I cannot visit my dear friend’s grave, though I fear if I did I might fall sobbing on the ground. It reminds me of another graveyard too, back at Ombrosa. Outside, the sun has dropped below the roofs and brings the golden hour of sunset. The sky blazes like polished copper and our riverman is but a silhouette of black in the gloom.

The sun must be setting there too, on that lonely headstone at Ombrosa. It must be setting on the long white road to the villa, and on the faces of the statues that watch on the lawn with unseeing stony eyes. The sun must be leaching too, from the cypress trees, casting black spikes against the violet sky. The inscription may have faded, grown mossy in the barren ground. ‘Obedience Leigh’, it says. Obedience Leigh is dead, I think. Yet not so dead as the poor bones that lie there, coupled by greed, unvisited by any.

The boatman is a mere smudge in the dirty gold of the waters now, setting out toward the further bank. The house has quieted. The last shaft of sun escapes in a beam and quickly dies. And I am glad of this book I have written for you, my curious reader, this memorial of love that celebrates the dishes of the dead.
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