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Encounter at the Pool
FROM THE MOMENT BENEDICT made his dramatic entry into the family circle I was aware of a special attraction between us—that was even before we were involved in the nightmare experience at the Pool of St Branok which was to haunt us in the years ahead, and to have such an effect on our lives thereafter.
My parents, with my young brother Jack and me, were in London to visit the Great Exhibition for it was the year 1851 and I was nine years old. Benedict was fifteen but when one is nine, six years is a great deal.
We had traveled up on the train from Cornwall—an adventure in itself—to the house in the Westminster square which was ruled over by Uncle Peter and Aunt Amaryllis. They were not really my aunt and uncle, but relationships in our family were very complicated and I always addressed them as such. Uncle Peter had married into the family and dominated it. Aunt Amaryllis was my grandmother’s niece, although they were more or less the same age. My mother had always had a grudging admiration for Uncle Peter which made me feel that there was some mystery about him. He was ebullient, charming with a definite hint of wickedness about him which made him fascinating. I had often thought it would be exciting to discover what that meant. Aunt Amaryllis was quite different. She was gentle, kindly and had a rather innocent manner; and she was dearly loved by all. There was nothing secretive about her.
They were constantly entertaining important people at their house. I did not attend these occasions, of course, but even I, at my age, had heard the names of some of these guests.
Their son and daughter had exciting lives of their own. Helena was married to a successful politician, Matthew Hume. He was constantly at the house, even without Helena, and spent a good deal of time in the company of Uncle Peter who took a great interest in his political career. I heard my mother say that Uncle Peter was the éminence grise behind Matthew Hume. Then there was the son, Peter, who had been known as Peterkin since his birth to distinguish him from his father. He and his wife, Frances, ran a Mission in the East End of London, and did much good.
My mother told me a great deal about them. She loved to talk of the past. She had been born in our old house, Cador, which had belonged to the Cadorsons for hundreds of years. My mother had inherited it, so we were not Cadorsons now. My father was Rolf Hanson, who had inherited the house through marriage with my mother; but I think he loved the place even more than the rest of us. I had heard it said that the estates had never been run as well as when Mr. Hanson took charge of them. They had never been so large either, for his contribution to the family estates had been the manor property, which he had brought in when he married my mother.
He was not a Cornishman, but what they called in those parts a “foreigner,” which meant that he had been born on the other side of the Tamar in that alien land called England. He was amused by it. We were a very happy family. My father seemed so wise; he understood every little problem that arose and made no fuss about solving it, so it seemed to me. I had never seen him lose his temper. I thought he was the most wonderful person in the world. I used to ride with him round the estate. Jack, who was three years younger than I, was just beginning to do the same. There had been a time when they had thought there would not be another child to follow me and it had been assumed then that one day Cador would be mine. But Jack came.
My mother used to say: “Cador is a wonderful house—not because of its towers and stone walls, but because of the people who lived in it and made it a home. Never, never,” she would add, “let yourself believe that houses in themselves are important. It is the people whom you love and who love you who matter. I lost time when I could have been with your father because I thought he cared more for Cador than for me. Then I was lucky. I learned my lesson in time … but only after we had missed a few years of life together. So someday Cador will be Jack’s, and when the time comes for you to marry you will know that you are wanted for yourself and not because you are the owner of a great house.”
She spoke vehemently. My mother was a great talker—unlike my father. I liked to see him sitting there smiling at her indulgently and lovingly while she talked in her vivacious way. I think I resembled her more than I did my father—although I had his looks. I was fairhaired with large dreamy-looking greenish eyes and a wide mouth. I looked as though I should have been serious, thoughtful, but the effect was spoilt by my pert nose which was quite unlike my father’s rather noble-looking long one. It gave the contradiction to my seriousness, as it were. My father would touch it sometimes when I said something outrageous, as though my audacity was due to my nose.
I did not realize how lucky I was to have such parents in those days; but that, after all, is the sort of conclusion one comes to later in life.
They were the glorious days of childhood before I was suddenly aware that day at St Branok Pool that the world can be a very frightening place.
I remember those pre-Branok days when the sun seemed to shine perpetually and each day was a week long. I had a governess, Miss Prentiss, who despaired of turning me into the little lady she felt would be worthy of the House of Cador. I ran wild and as my parents did not seem to disapprove of this, what could a governess do? I believe she bemoaned her task to Mrs. Penlock, our cook, and Watson, our butler, when she deigned to go to the kitchen, which was on special occasions only, she being very well aware of the echelons of society which placed her on a higher rung of the social ladder than the domestic staff.
But Mrs. Penlock, who had been at Cador in the days when my mother was a girl, in her stately black bombazine, reigned majestically below stairs and could deal adequately with Miss Prentiss. So could Watson—a very dignified gentleman, except when he was making himself agreeable to one of the prettier maids, and he even did that with an air of condescension.
They were happy days. I suppose I was allowed to run wild, as Miss Prentiss said. My mother had had a certain amount of freedom when she was young and wanted me to have the same. There was nothing of the stern parent about her or my father. “Little children should be seen and not heard,” said old Mrs. Fenny who lived in one of the cottages near the harbor in East Poldorey, shaking her head, ominously considering the fate of those who were heard as well as seen. She was one of those old women who look for sin and seem to find it. She spent hours looking out of her tiny window onto the quay to where men sat about mending their nets or weighing up their catch, and noting everything that went on. In the summer she would be sitting at her door, so much more convenient for discovering any misdemeanor and passing on any bit of scandal that came her way.
“There will always be people like that,” said my mother. “It is because their lives are so dull. They are unhealthily curious about others whose lives seem more eventful, and because they are envious they seize every opportunity to slander them. Let’s hope none of us ever get like that.”
There were several others like Mrs. Fenny in both East and West Poldorey. The people of the east side regarded those of the west as aliens—though slightly less foreign than those who came from the other side of the Tamar. Mrs. Fenny always referred to them as “They West Poldorers” with a certain contempt. I always laughed when I heard her western counterparts speak of the inhabitants of the east side with equal scorn and superiority.
I loved the harbor with the little fishing boats swaying on the tide, secured as they were to the great iron rings which made you watch your step as you ran along. I liked to stand by and watch the men as they worked.
“Good day to ’ee, Miss Angel,” they would call.
Angel. It was so incongruous. It was Angelet really. My mother was very interested in the family and she told me of an ancestress who had lived during the time of the Civil War. Her name had been Angelet and I was named after her. I am afraid the diminutive form did not exactly suit me. Perhaps people used it to try to make me live up to it.
They all knew who I was, “ ’er from Cador, Miss Angel who might have inherited the place but for Mr. Jack.” I could imagine their conversation when he was born. “Well, it be right and proper for a lad to be the master. ’Tis no place for a maid.”
I knew them so well, these people around me. I sometimes knew what they were going to say before they said it. Old Mrs. Fenny with her prying eyes, scenting out secrets; the Misses Poldrew who lived in a little house on the edge of East Poldorey which was as neat as they were. I knew they looked under their beds every night to see if a man was hiding there, so eager were they to guard their virtue which nobody so far had shown any inclination to assail. There was Tom Fish who was always about with his wheelbarrow when the catch came in; he trundled it through the two towns and up and down into the nearby villages calling “Fish, fresh from the sea this morning. Come, women. Tom Fish be at your door. I’m here, me darlings.” There was Miss Grant who kept the wool shop and sat by her counter crocheting as she waited for customers; there were the bakers with the enticing smell of hot bread and Pengelly’s who sold everything from thimbles to farm implements; and there was the Fisherman’s Rest where the men went after they had disposed of their catch, mingling with the mining community. “Throwing away all that they snatched from the sea or grubbed from the land,” Mrs. Fenny would comment sitting at her window watching them reel out of the inn. “Old Pennyleg ought to know better than serve ’em,” was her comment. She had resigned old Pennyleg, the innkeeper, to the flames of hell long ago.
I was very interested in Mrs. Fenny. I liked to see her sitting with her Bible on her lap tracing the lines with her finger and moving her lips. I wondered why she did this for I knew she could not read.
I loved to sit on a pile of rope with its tang of seaweed and listen to the waves while I looked out to sea and I would think of the men who had gone off into the unknown to explore the world … men like Drake and Raleigh. I would imagine the sails fluttering in the breeze and the bare-footed sailors running hither and thither while I strode the sloping decks, shouting orders. I imagined Spanish galleons, full of treasure; sending out raiding parties, bringing them in and taking the treasure back to England. I was constantly losing myself in daydreams. I was often Raleigh or Drake. Those dreams were difficult because I had to change my sex; but there were others in which I indulged with even greater frequency. I would be Good Queen Bess knighting these men. That was better. I could see myself very well as the great Queen. Three thousand dresses and a red wig and power … glorious power. Sometimes I was Mary Queen of Scots, going to her execution. I made touching speeches on the scaffold and there was not a dry eye near me. The executioner was so touched that he refused to cut off my head. One of my ladies, who worshiped me, insisted on taking my place. We tried to stop her but she insisted. And then … I pretended to be her … until some gallant man came and rescued me. We lived in happy security to a great age and no one ever discovered that I was the Queen because everyone thought I had been executed in Fotheringay Castle.
Such dreams were more real to me than what was happening about me. This was before that terrible time in St Branok Pool. After that I changed. I dared not indulge in daydreams then in case they led me back to the pool.
Cador was about a quarter of a mile out of the two towns of Poldorey. We were on a hill looking out to sea. It was very splendid with its towers and turrets and its gray stone walls which had stood against the sea and the weather for hundreds of years—a fortress if ever there was one. One could lie in bed at night and listen to the wind playing about those stone walls—sometimes shrieking like a madman, sometimes whining like an animal in distress; sometimes shrill, sometimes melancholy. It had always fascinated me before that encounter; after that I hated the sound of the wind. It was like a warning.
There was a richness about life in those days. I was vitally interested in everything about me. “Miss Angel’s nose b’ain’t what you’d call a big ’un,” was Mrs. Penlock’s verdict, “but it be into everything.”
I loved the little cottages with their whitewashed cob walls all huddled together on the quay. If ever I had a chance to get inside I seized it. I would go visiting with my mother at Christmas when we took gifts to the cottage folk in accordance with the custom of years. Those homes of the poor consisted of two dark rooms divided by a partition not as high as the roof which I understood was to allow the air to circulate. Some of the cottages had a talfat, a sort of shelf close to the ceiling, and here the young would sleep, climbing up by means of a rope ladder. The only light was what they called the Stonen Chill—an earthenware lamp in the shape of a candlestick having a socket in which they would pour oil before inserting the purvan, the local name for the wick.
The woman of the house would dust a chair for my mother to sit on, and I would stand beside her, eyes wide, noting everything and listening to the talk about how our Jenny was getting on as maid up at the rectory or when our Jim was expected home from sea. My mother knew their business. It was part of the duties of the lady of the big house.
There was always a smell of food in the cottages. They kept the fires going with the wood they picked up from the beach. I loved the blue flames which they said was due to the salt in the wood and betrayed the fact that it had been salvaged from the sea. Most of them had cloam ovens in which they did their baking, while a kettle, black with soot, hung on a chain over the flames.
They had a different language from ours, I often thought, but I learned it. They ate different foods such as quillet which was a mixture of ground peas rather like a porridge and there was pillas, a kind of oatmeal which they boiled into a mixture called gurts. My mother told me that in the last century when these people were very poor they used to pick the grass and roll it in a pastry made of barley and bake it under the ashes.
They were more prosperous now. My mother frequently pointed out to me that my father was a good man who looked on it as his duty to see that no one in his neighborhood should starve.
The poor fishermen depended so much on the weather, and the winds on our coast could be violent. A certain melancholy descended on the Poldoreys when the knowledgeable predicted fierce winds and storms which would keep the boats idle. Of course, sometimes these appeared without warning and that was what fishermen and their families dreaded most. I heard one fisherman’s wife say: “He do go out and I never knows as whether he’ll be coming back.” I thought that was very sad. It was the reason why they were so superstitious. They certainly looked all the time for signs and portents—mostly evil ones.
The members of the mining community were the same. The moor began about two miles from the town and close to the moor was Poldorey’s tin mine. It was affectionately known as the old “Scat Bal” which meant useless, worked-out old has-been. It was far from that for it had brought prosperity to the community. We were on visiting terms with the Pencarrons who lived in a pleasant house close by, called Pencarron Manor. They had come to the district some years ago, bought the place and started working the mine.
The superstitious miners used to leave a didjan, which was a piece of their lunch, in the mine for the knackers in order to placate them and stop their wreaking some mischief which was very easy to do in the mine. There had been some fearful accidents and there were several widows and orphans who had lost their breadwinner to the old Scat Bal. They, like the fishermen, took notice of signs. They could not afford to ignore them.
“They are naturally fearful,” said my mother. “One understands it. And if it means giving up a little of their lunch in order to buy safety this is a small price to pay for it.”
I was very curious to hear more of the knackers. They were said to be dwarves—spirits of those Jews who had crucified Christ. My mother did not believe in them. It was easy for her. She did not have to go down the mine. But she was very interested in superstitions.
She said: “How they would laugh at us in London. But here in Cornwall they do seem to fit sometimes. It’s the place for spirits and strange happenings. Look at the legends there are … all the wells that give special qualities … all the stories of the piskies and the unexplained mysteries. And then, of course, there is Branok Pool.”
“Oh yes,” I said, round-eyed and eager, “tell me about Branok Pool.”
“You must be careful when you go there. You must always have Miss Prentiss or someone with you. The ground’s a bit marshy round the pool. It could be unpleasant.”
“Tell me about it.”
“It’s an old story. I think some of the people round here actually believe it. They’d believe anything.”
“What do they believe?”
“That they hear the bells.”
“Bells? What bells?”
“The bells that are supposed to be down there.”
“Where? Under the water?”
She nodded. “It’s a ridiculous story. Some say that the pool is bottomless. In that case, where could the bells get to? They can’t have it both ways.”
“Tell me the story of the bells, Mama.”
“What a child you are! You always want to know everything.”
“Well, you said that people should try to learn as much as they can.”
“Of the right things.”
“Well, this is one of them. This is history.”
“I’d hardly call it that.” She laughed and put a lock of my hair behind my ear for it had fallen out of the grip of the ribbon which was meant to be holding it back. “Long ago, it is said, there was an abbey there.”
“What! In the water?”
“Not in the water then. That came after. At first when they built the Abbey they were all very good men, very religious; they spent their time praying and doing good works. It was when St Augustine brought Christianity to Britain.”
“Oh yes,” I urged, fearing it was going to stray into a history lesson.
“People came from far and wide to visit the Abbey and they brought gifts with them. Gold and silver, wines and rich foods, so that instead of being poor the monks all became rich. And then they took to evil practices.”
“What were those?”
“They loved their food. They drank too much; they had wild parties; they danced and did all sorts of things which they had never done before. Then one day a stranger came to the Abbey. He brought them no rich gifts. He just went into their church and preached to them; he told them that God was displeased. They had turned their beautiful Abbey, built to serve Him, into a den of iniquity, and they must repent. But the monks by this time were too much in love with their way of life to give it up, and they hated the stranger for warning them. They told him to leave without delay and if he did not go they would drive him away. He would not go and they brought out whips and sticks which in the past they had used to chastise themselves which was supposed to make them holier—though I could never see why. They turned on him and beat him, but the blows just glanced off his body and did not harm him at all. Then suddenly a great light surrounded him. He lifted his hands and cursed St Branok’s. He said: ‘Once this place was considered holy, but now it is accursed. Soon it shall be as though it never existed. Floods shall carry it away from human sight. Your bells will be silenced … save when they shall proclaim some mighty disaster.’ And with that he disappeared.”
“Did he go to Heaven?”
“Perhaps.”
“I bet it was St Paul. It was just the sort of thing he would do.”
“Well, whoever it was, according to the legend, he spoke truth. When they tried to ring the bells no sound came. Then the monks began to be afraid. They started to pray but it was no good. The bells were silent. Then one night it started to rain … and it rained and rained for forty days and forty nights and the rivers were overflowing and the water rose and rose until it covered the Abbey and in place of it was St Branok’s Pool.”
“How far down is the Abbey?”
She looked at me and smiled. “It’s just a story that has been made up. When there was a disaster at one of the mines people said they heard the bells. But to my mind, when something dreadful happens, people fancy that they heard them, because you never hear about the bells until after the event. It is just one of the old Cornish legends.”
“But the pool is there.”
“It’s just an inland lake, that’s all.”
“And is it bottomless?”
“I doubt it.”
“Has anyone ever tried to find out?”
“Why should they?”
“To see if the Abbey is down there.”
“It’s just one of those old Cornish superstitions. No one investigates them. No one examined the water in Nun’s Well at Altarnun to see what it contains to prevent insanity, or St Unys Well at Redruth to see if it could prevent those who drink it from being hanged. There are just people who like to believe these things … and the rest are skeptical. It is the same with Branok.”
“I should like to hear the bells.”
“They don’t exist. I doubt there was ever an abbey there. You know how these legends grow up. People fancy they see or hear something which they can’t explain. Then the legends start to grow. Don’t go too near the place though. It’s unhealthy. Stagnant water always is … and as I say the ground is marshy.”
I must say I did not think very much about the pool then. There were all sorts of stories about weird happenings such as certain people ill-wishing others and how some had the power to do harm by making waxen images of them and sticking pins in vital parts. There was a man who died suddenly and whose mother accused his wife of killing him by sprinkling salt round his chair—a method which would not be considered evidence of murder in a court of law. There was Maddy Craig who was a Pellar which meant that an ancestor of hers had helped a mermaid, who had been stranded on the shore, to get back to the sea. Pellar families were those which had been endowed with special powers because they had assisted mermaids. So I did not attach much significance to the bells of St Branok.
My mother was very interested in our family and knew a great deal about it because so many of them had kept an account of their lives. Most of these were all bound and kept at Eversleigh which had been the original home of the family; but marriages throughout the years tended to send people off to different places; and Eversleigh was now the home of what was almost another branch of the family. We visited rarely because it was such a long way to the other side of England—the south-east, whereas Cador was in the south-west.
My mother had seen some of the volumes and she would tell me about them. I was very interested in my ancestor Angelet. She had had a twin sister called Bersaba and both had married the same man—Angelet first and her sister Bersaba afterwards: that was when my namesake had died.
At Cador there was a picture gallery, and the portrait which was of greatest interest to me was that of my grandfather. As he looked down on me his eyes seemed to follow me wherever I was in the gallery and I could fancy his face changed as he watched. It was a clever portrait, I suppose, because one had the impression that at any moment he was going to step out of the frame. He was dark; there was a great strength in his face; his mouth seemed to turn up at the corners as one watched and there was a twinkle in his eyes. He looked as though he thought life a great joke.
My mother discovered my interest in the picture.
“You are always gazing at it,” she said.
“It seems as though he is really there. The others are just paintings. He looks alive.”
She turned away; I knew she did not want me to see how moved she was.
Then she said: “He was a wonderful man. I loved him … dearly. When I was young he was the most important person in my life. Oh, Angel, how I wished you could have known him! I sometimes think that our lives are planned for us. He had to die young. He could never grow old. He had lived adventurously, violently even … and then he came to peace with the family he loved dearly … my mother, Jessica, Jacco and me.”
She stopped, too emotional to go on.
I slipped my arm through hers.
“Let us not look at him, Mama,” I said, “if it hurts you.”
She shook her head. “If he were here he would laugh at me. He would tell me not to grieve. She went with him … my mother … and Jacco too. They all went. They left me alone. Even now … I remember it so vividly. I can never forget … even now I think of that day when they went away and never came back.”
She told me the story of grandfather Jake Cadorson. “This was his home. He had an elder brother who was the heir to the Cador estate. They didn’t get on well together. Jake left home and lived with the gypsies.”
“He looks a little like a gypsy.”
“It was in his nature. He was never afraid of life. He challenged life and life met the challenge … and won in the end. When he was living as a gypsy he killed a man. The man was some aristocrat who had attacked one of the gypsy girls. Jake sought to save the girl. There was a fight and during it he killed the man. He was transported to Australia for seven years. He would have been hanged for murder if your grandmother Jessica had not prevailed upon her father to do all he could to save him. Her father was a very influential man. And so … the punishment was transportation to a new land for seven years which was considered a slight punishment for killing a man.
“While he was away his brother died and he inherited Cador. He returned to England and married your grandmother. My brother Jacco was born and then I was. We were a very happy family. Then we went to Australia. Jake had prospered there when his seven years’ term was up and he had some land there. It was while they were in Australia that he went sailing on that terrible day … he, my mother and Jacco. They never came back.”
“Don’t talk of it.”
“It affects me … even now. It seems so clear.”
I put my arm round her. “Never mind. You have Papa and us now … Jack and me.”
She held me tightly. “Yes. I have been lucky. But I can never forget it. We were all together … and then … no more. That is how life goes sometimes. One must be prepared.” She kissed me and said: “I should not be sad. There were so many happy times with them. I must remember those instead and be grateful for those times. And now I have your father and you and Jack.”
When I had heard the story of my grandfather, I came more often to the gallery to look at him. In those daydreams of mine I projected myself into the years long ago before I was born. I was a gypsy riding in the caravan with him. I was on the ship which carried us overseas. I was with him on the fateful day when they went sailing. I rescued them all and there was a different end to the story. My grandfather had a prominent place in my repertoire of dreams.
Then came the day in early April. It was spring and Jack was in the garden with Amy, our nursery maid, and I was with them when my parents came out.
Jack ran to my mother and clutched at her skirts. She lifted him up. Then she smiled at me. “We’ve heard from your Aunt Amaryllis.”
Aunt Amaryllis wrote frequently. She liked the family to keep in touch, and she had always felt she must look after my mother since the death of my grandmother in that fatal incident in Australia; for Amaryllis and my grandmother Jessica—although they were of an age—had been brought up together.
“She’s excited about the Exhibition,” said my mother. “The Queen is going to open it on the first of May. She suggests we ought to go up to see it. It is some time since we visited.”
I gave a little jump of joy. I loved visiting London.
“There seems to be no reason why we should not go,” said my father.
“I’m going too,” announced Jack.
“Of course you are, darling,” said my mother. “We shouldn’t dream of leaving you behind, should we?”
“No,” replied Jack complacently.
“It will be exciting,” went on my mother. “They’ve been months planning it. And the Queen is particularly enthusiastic because it is Prince Albert’s idea. He’s been behind it all along.”
“When shall we go?” I asked.
“In a few weeks,” said my mother.
“We’ll have to,” added my father. “We want to be there for the opening.”
“By the Queen,” I put in. “Oh, I can’t wait to see it.”
“I shall write at once to Aunt Amaryllis,” said my mother.
And from then on there was little talk of anything but the Great Exhibition.
When we arrived in London Aunt Amaryllis greeted us warmly. There was something very thrilling about the London residence. It was situated in a dignified square in the middle of which were enclosed gardens—for the use of the residents, all of whom had a key. They were beautifully kept and there were trees, shrubs and little paths with seats here and there. I thought of it as an enchanted though miniature wood. From the top windows of the house there was a glimpse of the river Thames. I loved to look down on it and imagine the glories of the past when the river was the great highway of the capital. I was Anne Boleyn going to her coronation and later going to her doleful prison in the Tower of London. I was in the royal pageant listening to Handel’s Water Music. I was at the center of many brilliant events and always playing some heroic part in them.
Aunt Amaryllis must have been nearly sixty by now but she had one of those smooth unruffled almost child-like faces which made her seem much younger. Uncle Peter was older still but he gave the impression of being indestructible.
Amaryllis embraced my mother with rather special affection. Her eyes filled with tears and I knew she was thinking of my grandmother which she always did when seeing my mother after an absence.
“It is lovely to have you here,” she said. “It seems so long. And, Angelet, how you have grown! And little Jack. No longer little, eh?”
“I am rather big,” Jack admitted modestly.
And Aunt Amaryllis kissed him tenderly.
“And Rolf … So lovely to see you. And now your rooms. Your usual, of course. By the way, Helena and Matthew will be here tomorrow for luncheon. Matthew has some business to discuss with Peter in the morning.”
And there I was in my little room at the top of the house. Aunt Amaryllis knew that I loved to watch the river. She thought of things like that and seemed to have spent her life trying to please everybody.
There was a great deal of talk about the family during the rest of that day.
“You must take the children over to Helena’s,” said Aunt Amaryllis. “Jonnie and Geoffrey will look forward to seeing Angelet.”
“Jonnie must be getting on now.”
“He’s soon to be thirteen.”
I looked forward to seeing Jonnie.
The next morning my mother took Jack and me to see the Humes. Matthew was of course with Uncle Peter, but Aunt Helena welcomed us warmly. Aunt Helena was very like her mother but she lacked that innocent belief in the goodness of life which was her mother’s outstanding quality; she adored her family and was very proud of her husband’s achievements. She talked to my mother about Matthew’s progress in the House of Commons and how she hoped the Party would soon regain power and if they did there would certainly be a post in the Cabinet for Matthew. Her father was sure of it and, of course, he had his ear to the ground.
I went off to see Jonnie’s collection of books on archaeology which he showed me with great enthusiasm. I did not care very much about old weapons and coins and pieces of urns and things which had been dug up and proved when the Stone Age merged into the Bronze; but I did like to be with Jonnie. He was very interested in the Exhibition and told me that he was often in Hyde Park watching the progress of the work. It was going to be wonderful when it was opened and we could see the wonders of that glorious glass palace.
Geoffrey, two years my senior, was inclined to view me with a certain aloofness as being too young to engage his attention. Jonnie, who was four years older, was quite different. There was something special about Jonnie.
When we returned to the house in the square Matthew was still with Uncle Peter.
Uncle Peter was very affable to me and I fancied he gave me a rather special affection. Once he said: “You may not look like your grandmother but you are another such as she was.” And I felt that was a compliment. He must have been fond of Jessica.
He dominated everything, although he was quite an old man. His hair was almost white now, but he was very handsome; but what was different about him was that rather secretive smile as though life was great fun to him because he had found the perfect way to live it. I could well believe he had.
The éminence grise … well, there was no doubt of that. Matthew, famous politician though he might be, regarded his father-in-law as a master. Matthew had done a great deal since he had returned from Australia and written that book about transportation and prisoners which was becoming a classic, the book on the subject. Transportation was still in existence and so were the infamous hulks in which prisoners were kept; and the conditions in prisons were still appalling; but Matthew had called attention to these matters and the subject of transportation was constantly being given an airing; there were many who supported Matthew’s views that it should be abolished and it seemed only a matter of a short time before it would be. Matthew had also written a book about child chimney sweeps and labor in the mines. Matthew was a natural reformer. It meant that he was a highly respected member of Parliament, beloved by his constituents, highly thought of by the leaders of his party, and certain of a ministerial post when it was returned to power.
I was allowed to sit with the family for luncheon.
“I shall have Angelet beside me,” declared Uncle Peter. He had great charm and an endearing way with him. It was small wonder that innocents like myself admired him.
He did most of the talking. He seemed to have, as was once said of him, “a finger in many pies.” I was not sure at that time what his business was, but I knew that it was highly profitable and made him very rich. Later I learned that he owned several clubs of somewhat dubious reputation, but in his view these were a necessity for the community. It kept certain persons from committing misdemeanors which could be a menace to society so he was doing a great service to the country. Amaryllis believed this absolutely, though there had been a great scandal about his activities at one time and through it he had lost his place in Parliament. Even he had to compromise in some way, for he had to content himself with being outside the main action and give himself up to guiding Matthew in the way he wanted him to go. I thought of Matthew as the puppet and Uncle Peter as the puppet master.
It was not only Matthew whom he manipulated. I was sure Uncle Peter made a number of people do what he wanted.
It was gratifying and made me feel important to be selected to sit beside him.
The talk was of the folly of John Russell who was the Prime Minister and a Whig; and as Uncle Peter was a Tory, he had nothing but contempt for Little John, as he called him.
The Exhibition was discussed at great length.
“You are looking forward to seeing the opening, are you not, Angelet?” he asked, turning to me.
I assured him that indeed I was.
“It will be something to remember all your life. It is an historic occasion.”
“I understand the Queen is opening it,” said my mother.
“But of course. Her diminutive Majesty dotes on the idea. And why? Because it was Albert’s brainchild. Therefore in her eyes it must be perfect.”
“Is it not wonderful to see how happy they are?” said Aunt Amaryllis. “They set such a good example to the nation.”
“There are the occasional storms, I believe, my dear,” said Uncle Peter. “But I fancy Albert usually comes out best in these encounters which says something for his wisdom … or is it his pretty appearance?”
“Oh Peter!” said Aunt Amaryllis, half scolding, half admiring.
“At least,” put in Matthew, “the whole project is nearing completion and all should be well.”
“Little John will do his best to make difficulties,” said Uncle Peter. “What’s his latest, Matthew?”
“He wants the salute of guns fired in St James’s Park. He says if they are let off in Hyde Park they may shatter the glass of the dome.”
“And will they?” asked my mother.
“Of course not,” retorted Uncle Peter. “It is just that he wants to put in his spoke and cause a little trouble.”
“I believe Albert is going to stand out against him,” said Matthew.
“What if it does shatter the dome?” I asked.
“My dear Angelet,” said Uncle Peter, beaming at me, “then Albert will be proved wrong and Little Johnny right.”
“Isn’t it a risk?”
He shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t think Albert will give way on this matter. Don’t look so glum, I doubt it will happen, and I feel sure the crystal dome will remain intact, and if it does not … well, then I say … what a to-do!”
“It seems rather silly to risk it,” I said. “It would be awful if it were spoilt after all this fuss.”
“Life, dear child, is full of risks. Sometimes it pays to take them. If the Prince gave way on this we should have Little Johnny raising other objections. Albert can’t admit he’s wrong … so he takes this little risk.”
I was thoughtful considering this and I saw Uncle Peter’s amused glance on me.
He went on to talk of the beautiful Exhibition and how the Prince had thought of it as a festival of Work and Peace. How much better for nations to mingle in friendship, to show their achievements in technology than facing each other on a battlefield. Art and Commerce should stand side by side.
The great day dawned. How fortunate we were to be of a party which could attend the opening. For the first time I saw the Queen. She looked magnificent in pink and silver; across her breast was the garter ribbon and on her head a small crown in which the Koh-i-Noor diamond glistened. I caught my breath in wonder. I had never seen such a beautiful vision. I was so proud as I joined in the cheers as she arrived in her carriage, two feathers waving gently on her head attached in some way to the crown. She looked proud, happy and completely regal, everything that a queen ought to look.
It was a wonderful day. It had lived completely up to my expectations. The music was splendid. I loved the Hallelujah Chorus. The Queen and her husband were on the royal dais and sat under a blue and gold canopy. I could not take my eyes from her. In my mind I was there. I was Victoria—the proud wife, the wise mother, the great Queen—an example to the nation. I was very contented.
It was an exhausting day. There was so much to see; I found the displays of workmanship, the efforts of all the countries to send of their best, and the famous people like the Duke of Wellington, very interesting. But nothing could compare with the sight of our little Queen, so radiantly happy, so human, yet very much the Queen. I loved her from that moment and it was the memory of her which would remain in my mind as the most thrilling spectacle of that day.
There was talk of nothing else but the Exhibition. We discussed it endlessly.
Aunt Amaryllis said: “Of course you will go again before you return to Cornwall.”
My mother said we must.
“Will the Queen be there?” I asked.
“It would not surprise me,” replied Uncle Peter. “This is Albert’s conception and therefore in her eyes must be perfect.”
“They fired the guns in Hyde Park,” I said, “and they did not shatter the glass dome.”
“You remembered that, did you?” said Uncle Peter smiling.
“Well, it was important.”
“And a bit of a risk. But didn’t I tell you that risks have to be taken … and if you are bold they will work out in your favor.”
We retired that night; and as soon as I lay down I was into a beautiful sleep of happy jumbled dreams … myself in pink and silver walking majestically up to the royal dais, everyone cheering me. It was a beautiful dream.
It happened the following day.
We were at luncheon, Matthew was there again—he was a very constant visitor—being coached in the way he must act in Parliament, I supposed.
We were still talking about the Exhibition and were on the last course when there was a quiet knock on the door and Janson, the butler, appeared.
He gave a discreet little cough and said: “There is a young gentleman to see you, sir.”
“A gentleman? Can’t he wait until after luncheon, Janson?”
“He said it was important, sir.”
“Who is it?”
“He calls himself a Mr. Benedict Lansdon, sir.”
Uncle Peter sat very still for a few seconds. It was hardly noticeable but I was watching him closely and I thought he was a little disturbed.
He half rose in his chair and then sat down again.
“Oh,” he said. “Oh, very well, Janson, I’ll see him. Ask him to wait.”
Janson went out and Uncle Peter looked at Aunt Amaryllis.
She said, “Who is it, Peter? The name …”
“It could be some long lost relative. I’ll sort it out … if you’ll all excuse me.”
When he went out the chatter began.
“I wonder who it is,” said Matthew. “It must be someone in the family. That name …”
“How exciting,” I said.
My mother smiled at me but said nothing.
We had finished luncheon so we rose. Uncle Peter, I gathered, was still closeted in his study with the visitor.
It is so frustrating to be young and have things kept from you. That there was an enormous mystery about Benedict Lansdon, I had no doubt. My father and mother talked of him in hushed whispers. Aunt Amaryllis looked a little dazed. I heard Matthew say to my father that he hoped it wouldn’t “get about.”
I wondered what that meant.
I listened; I watched; and gradually I began to learn the truth.
Benedict was Uncle Peter’s grandson. He had been born in Australia fifteen years ago. His father was Uncle Peter’s son. Uncle Peter had been married only once and that was to Aunt Amaryllis, but that did not prevent his having a son of whom Amaryllis, until this moment, had never heard.
I listened to my mother talking of it to my father. She said: “He passed it off as you would expect him to. A youthful misdemeanor … before he met Amaryllis, of course.”
So Benedict was the result of a youthful misdemeanor.
It was from Benedict that I heard more of the story than I could get from anyone else. He and I were immediately attracted to each other. I to him because he was different from anyone I had previously known and he to me perhaps because I so blatantly admired him.
He was tall for his age; he had very blue eyes which were startling in his bronzed face; his hair was very fair, bleached by the fierce sun of the Antipodes. He had an air of insouciance as Uncle Peter had, but it was almost a swagger in Benedict; I thought Uncle Peter would have been very like him when he was his age. There was a look of amusement as though he saw the world as something made for his advancement and benefit. It was a look I had noticed in Uncle Peter. There could be no doubt of the relationship between them.
The house in the square had only a small garden. It had paving stones and rather stunted bushes and a pear tree which produced very hard pears. Aunt Amaryllis had had pots put in with flowering shrubs and there was a rustic seat.
It was in this garden that I had my first meeting with Benedict.
“Hello,” he said. “You’re a cute little girl. Who are you?”
“I’m Angelet. Some people call me Angel which is misleading.”
“I hope it is,” he replied. “I’d be rather scared of an angel.”
“I don’t think you would ever be scared of anything.”
That was how I felt about him; and he liked to hear it. His blue eyes shone with pleasure. “I’m not scared of much,” he admitted. “But angels do have a habit of recording people’s sins.”
“Have you committed many?”
He nodded conspiratorially and I laughed.
I said: “Who are you?”
“Benedict Lansdon. Call me Ben.”
“Ben suits you better. Benedict sounds a little holy … like a monk or a saint or something.”
“I fear I should never be one of those.”
“Ben’s much more suitable.”
“They call me Ben way back.”
“Why are you here?”
“To see my grandfather.”
“Uncle Peter?”
“Oh, he’s your uncle, is he?”
“No, not really. They call people uncle when they don’t know what else to call them. He’s just married to my Aunt Amaryllis, but she’s not my real aunt either. It really is one of those relationships which are too complicated to explain to people.”
“Well, mine is not a bit complicated. He really is my grandfather.”
“But there’s something odd about it. He didn’t seem to know he had you for a grandson until you came here to tell him.”
“Not odd really. All very natural. People sometimes have children they don’t intend to. It takes them by surprise, so to speak, and then what are they going to do with them? That’s what happened to my grandmother and your Uncle Peter.”
“I see.”
“And she then went to Australia. He paid for her and sent her money for as long as she lived. My father was born. He was called Peter Lansdon after his father … Peter Lansdon Carter in fact but the Carter was dropped. My grandmother never married but my father did, and they had me. That’s how I come to be your Uncle Peter’s grandson. My grandmother was always talking about England and what a fine fellow my grandfather was. Once there was something in the papers about him. It was not very good, but she laughed over it, and said there was no one like him. When she died we lost touch with him, but he was often spoken of. My mother died and there was just my father and me. We had a small property but it was hard going. The land wasn’t good … too dry and there always seemed to be droughts … and then there were pests … locusts and that sort of thing. When my father knew he was dying he used to talk to me about the future. He knew someone who’d buy the property. He wanted me to go to England and find my grandfather. ‘You’ll find him easily,’ he said. ‘He’s a well known gentleman.’ And when he went I thought I’d like to see England, so I sold up and came.”
“That was a very brave thing to do.”
“I don’t look at it like that. I just wanted to come.”
“What will you do now?”
He shrugged his shoulders. “Have to see which way the wind blows.”
“I hope it blows in the right direction.”
He gave me a confident smile. “I’ll see it does,” he said.
“I am sure you will.”
We smiled at each other and I had an idea that he liked me as much as I liked him.
I said: “My grandfather went to Australia.”
“Is that so?”
“Yes. First he went as a convict.”
“Never!”
“Oh yes. Seven years’ transportation for killing a man.”
“I can’t believe it.”
“It was very extraordinary. He joined the gypsies and became one of them although he had been brought up at Cador. You’ll come to see Cador, won’t you? It’s a wonderful place. It was in the Cadorson family for generations.”
“One of those old places, eh?”
“It’s my home.”
“Tell me about your grandfather.”
“Well, he went off with the gypsies and a man who called himself a gentleman attacked a gypsy girl. My grandfather stopped him and in doing so, killed him. It was said to be murder and he was sent to Australia for seven years.”
“A light sentence for murder.”
“It wasn’t really murder. It was a righteous killing. And my grandmother, who was a little girl then, saved him, or she made her father do so. My grandfather served his term, prospered out there and when he came back to England, he and my grandmother were married.”
“A happy ending then.”
“At first. They had my uncle Jacco and my mother and were very happy, but they all went out to Australia and they were drowned there … all but my mother. She was the only one left because by chance she hadn’t gone sailing with them that day.”
“So Australia kept him in the end.”
I nodded.
“I’ve heard some tales of people who have come out.”
“Yes, I daresay. It seems to be a place where things happen.”
“Everywhere is a place where things happen.”
“Well, I’m glad you decided to come here, Ben.”
“So am I.”
Amaryllis came out with my mother. Amaryllis looked a little nervous of Benedict but he smiled at her without embarrassment. He was quite at home.
He talked for a while about Australia and how he was finding London as exciting as he had thought it would be. He asked if he could ride here. Aunt Amaryllis said that people rode in the Row and she was sure that could be arranged.
“I bet you’re a regular horsewoman,” he said to me.
“Well,” I replied. “I love riding and I do quite a lot of it at Cador.”
“Perhaps we could take a ride together.”
“I’d love it.”
My mother and Aunt Amaryllis looked a little apprehensive and Aunt Amaryllis said that luncheon would be served in half an hour.
I did go riding in Rotten Row with him and Jonnie and Geoffrey. I found it very different from riding in Cornwall. Many of the fashionable people were there and there were continual nods of recognition. I could ride every bit as well as the London boys, but I could see that Benedict was a very fine horseman indeed; and I rather wished that we were somewhere where he could show off his skills.
He talked—most of the time to me. “You ought to see the outback,” he said. He described the land. “Scrub and hills,” he said, “with the gum trees everywhere.”
“And kangaroos?” I asked.
“Surely. Kangaroos.”
“They have little babies in their pouches. I’ve seen pictures of them.”
“Little things about half an inch long when they’re born.”
He told us about Sydney with its wonderful harbor … all the little bays and inlets, the beautiful foliage and the brightly colored birds.
“And convicts,” I said.
“Yes … still them. But less than we used to have and there are many settlers there now who have come out to make something of the place and they’re doing it.”
Jonnie came up on the other side of me. Geoffrey was a little way ahead.
“Would you like to go, Jonnie?” I asked.
“Well … for a visit. I’d rather live here.”
“How do you know?” I demanded. “You’ve never been there. Ben will be able to tell us which is best because he’ll have been there and here. What do you think, Ben?”
“I haven’t made up my mind yet.”
We were able to canter for a while. It was very exhilarating.
I was liking Ben more and more.
Ben was accepted into the household, and as no one seemed to find his presence an embarrassment, it wasn’t. This was largely due to Uncle Peter, who behaved as though it was the most natural thing in the world for the result of an early peccadillo to come home to roost. He carried everything before him, as I learned later he had once before when a scandal had threatened to wreck his career—and did so to a certain extent except that he would not allow it to go further, and as he behaved as though it did not exist, in time everyone began to do the same.
Uncle Peter seemed quite proud of Ben. I daresay he recognized in him another such as himself and I think he was rather pleased to discover he had a hitherto unheard-of grandson.
He discussed with my father what should be done with the boy. I heard my father talking about this afterwards with my mother.
“I must say,” said my father, “one thing about Peter, he does not shirk his responsibilities. He wants to do everything he can for the boy. He wants to send him to university for a year or so, as he said, to put a polish on him. He thinks he has talents.”
“I am sure he has,” replied my mother. “He certainly gives me the impression of being a chip off the old block.”
They became aware of my attention and changed the subject. Maddening! For myself I was enormously interested in Ben and wanted to hear more of him.
We all went to the Exhibition once more and this time Ben was one of the company. He managed to be near me often which gave me great pleasure; and he was quite knowledgeable about some of the exhibits.
I said to him: “Are you glad you came to England?”
He pressed my hand. “You bet,” he said.
“I’m glad too,” I answered.
“Oh, it was a good thing all right. My grandfather’s a great man, don’t you think?”
I said I did.
“I want to be like him.”
“You are,” I told him.
“In every way. I want to go into business. He’s talked to me a lot. First he wants me to go to learn to be more like an English gentleman. Do you think that’s a good idea?”
“I think you’re all right as you are.”
“He doesn’t think so. And he’s a very wise man.”
He grinned at me. There was satisfaction shining in his eyes. He was glad he had come.
I was sorry when it was time to go home. I hated saying goodbye to Ben.
“You’ll come here again soon,” he said. “Or I might come and see this wonderful Cador.”
“That would be lovely,” I replied.
He came to the station to see us on to the train and stood on the platform waving.
“You two did seem to take to each other,” commented my mother.
“He has a colorful personality,” added my father.
“What did you expect … Peter’s grandson and that unconventional life.”
“I wonder if he will come to see us.”
“He will,” I said. “He said he would.”
“People don’t always keep their word, dear.”
“But he meant it.”
“But people do mean things when they say them … and then they forget.”
I was sure he would not.
I thought about him for a long time afterwards, and then the memory began to fade.
A year passed. We had heard from Aunt Amaryllis at intervals. Peterkin and Frances had added another wing to their house of refuge; Jonnie and Geoffrey were away at school most of the time. Peter’s hopes for Matthew had been realized with the end of Little Johnny’s government and the beginning of Lord Derby’s ministry and their son-in-law had his post in the Cabinet. Peter’s grandson had changed quite a lot. “He is becoming more and more like one of us. He is really quite an English gentleman now … or almost. Peter is concerned about him. He thought he might like to go in for estate management, and he is going to ask you if you will have him at Cador for a time … say a month or two … just to see how he likes that kind of life. Peter thinks he might be rather suited to it.”
“Of course he may come and stay a while,” said my father. “I daresay it might be just the thing for him. He was brought up on what they call a property in Australia. No doubt he was born to the life.”
My mother said she would write to Amaryllis at once; and I felt excited at the prospect of seeing him.
A few days later I saw Grace Gilmore for the first time. I had taken my horse, Glory, down to the beach for I loved to gallop her over the sands at the edge of the water. It was very rarely that anyone came down there at that spot. The stretch of shore was only about half a mile from the harbor and it was part of Cador land, but there was no restriction about people’s using it.
I was surprised when I saw a young woman there. She was seated on an upturned boat close to the old boathouse which was never used nowadays and she was staring out to sea.
She looked startled when she heard me galloping towards her. I pulled up.
“Good afternoon,” I said.
She returned my greeting. She was quite young—just under eighteen, I decided. There was something about her which interested me. She looked serious, anxious, and when she saw me, a little alarmed.
I wondered who she was, and that natural curiosity, deplored by Mrs. Penlock, always got the better of me. She was a stranger and we rarely saw strangers here. Visitors were usually relations of the inhabitants and their presence was always a matter of gossip. I had heard nothing of this one.
“It’s a lovely day,” I went on. “Are you staying here?”
She replied: “I’m staying a few days at the Fisherman’s Rest.”
“Oh? Are you comfortable there?”
“Well … yes.”
I knew the Pennylegs had little to offer paying guests; there were so few of them. I believed there were only two rooms available and they were small and cramped. Most of the trade was provided by the local miners and fishermen.
“Are you staying long?”
“I’m unsure.”
She was not very communicative.
She said suddenly: “Do you live here?”
I nodded and pointed upwards to where Cador stood, on the top of the cliff.
“It’s magnificent,” she said.
I warmed to her as I always did to anyone who praised Cador.
“Is this your boathouse?” she asked.
“I suppose so. It is never used.”
She interested me, but then people always did … particularly strangers. I fancied I detected a certain tension in her. Then I told myself it was my imagination again.
I said goodbye and rode up the incline through the gorse and valerian and sea pinks to Cador.
I forgot all about her until next day when I saw her again.
I was with my mother in the garden. She had come through the courtyard and was standing there looking at us. She seemed very sad and pathetic.
My mother said: “Good afternoon. Do you want to see someone?”
“Are you the lady of the house?” she asked.
“Yes.”
“I met your daughter.”
“That’s right,” I said. “On the sands by the old boathouse. Are you staying at the Fisherman’s Rest still?”
She nodded. “I was wondering if there was any work …”
“Work?” echoed my mother.
“I’d do anything,” she said with an air of desperation, which I could see touched my mother as it did me.
“Watson, the butler, engages staff,” said my mother. “You could see him.”
I imagined Watson. He would be condescending. What work could he give her? As far as I knew we did not need another servant and she did not look like a house- or parlormaid, or anything like that. She was good-looking in a severe sort of way. Not the kind who would attract Watson.
“I … I can sew,” she said.
My mother looked at me. I could see that the girl had aroused her sympathy as she had mine and we both wanted to do all we could to help her.
I read my mother’s thoughts. This might be a possibility. Clothes were bought on trips to London or even in Plymouth. There was one stylish dressmaker there. But I had often heard my mother say: “How I wish we had dear old Miss Semple here.” Miss Semple had had her room in the attics somewhere and up there was a big airy and light room which had been used as a sewing room. Miss Semple had worked there until she died three years ago.
At that moment the girl swayed a little; she would have fallen to the ground if my mother had not caught her.
“Poor soul, she has fainted,” said my mother. “Help me, Angelet. Get her head down. That will revive her.”
In a few seconds she had opened her eyes.
“Oh forgive me,” she said.
“My dear child,” began my mother, “we’re going to take you into the house. You need to rest a while.”
We took her into a room leading off the hall where people waited if they wanted to see my parents about anything.
“Ring and tell someone to bring me some brandy,” said my mother.
I did so.
The girl was sitting in a chair. She said: “I’m all right now. I’m sorry. It was foolish of me.”
“You’re not all right,” said my mother firmly. “You’re going to rest a while.”
A servant brought the brandy which the girl took half reluctantly. She seemed to recover a little.
She half rose to her feet but my mother gently pushed her back into the chair.
“Tell me,” she said. “Where have you come from? And why is a girl like you looking for work?”
She smiled ruefully. “It’s no use pretending, is it? I have to find work … quickly. I’m desperate. I have nowhere to go.”
“I thought you were staying at the Fisherman’s Rest,” I said.
“I have to leave tomorrow. I have no …”
“Why did you come here?” asked my mother.
“I knew there were one or two big houses in the neighborhood. I thought I might find work in one of them. So …”
“I see,” said my mother. “And where have you come from?”
“My home was in Barnton … in Devon. My father was the rector. He was much older than my mother and my parents were not young, either of them, when they married. I was the only child. I looked after my father and when my mother died … well, it was not easy. He was ill for some time and he had to retire. All his savings were used up. There were some debts and when everything was sold I had very little. I knew it wouldn’t last. I had to find something I could do. You see, I have never been trained for anything but I used to do a lot of sewing for people in the neighborhood and acquaintances. I’m really good at it …” she ended almost pleadingly.
My mother had made a decision. “You could see how you liked it here,” she said. “We had Miss Semple who worked for us for years. She died three years ago. We were all very fond of her and she has never been replaced. Her room has never been used and there is the sewing room next to it.”
Her face was illumined with joy. She said: “Do you really mean it …?”
“Of course,” replied my mother. “Now let us be practical. I’ll take you up to see the room right away.”
She had taken my mother’s hand; her eyes were closed. I thought she was going to burst into tears, but she did not.
My mother was faintly embarrassed by this show of gratitude. She said quickly: “I suppose you have some things which you will want to bring.”
“I have a few clothes at the Fisherman’s Rest. That’s all.”
“I’ll show you your room and then you can go to the inn and collect your things. You can settle in right away.”
“You are so kind … This seems too wonderful to be true.”
We took her up and showed her the rooms. In the sewing room was a big table at which Miss Semple had sat; and there were the dummies she used, and in the drawers of the table her cottons and tape measure just as she had left them.
She told us then that her name was Grace Gilmore, and that she hoped one day to repay us for all the kindness we had shown her.
That was how Grace Gilmore came to Cador.
There was a certain resentment below stairs where what was called “Interference from the Top” was not approved of; but my mother told them that Miss Gilmore was a genteel young lady who had fallen on hard times and she wanted them all to be as helpful towards her as possible.
Watson and Mrs. Penlock both agreed that they would do all they could to help “the young body” settle in and they implied that although it was Watson’s prerogative to engage staff, they did see that sewing was something outside his domain; so perhaps on this occasion it was not such a breach of household protocol as it had at first seemed.
Later that day, Grace Gilmore arrived with her personal belongings and was settled into the rooms at the top of the house.
She was very eager to begin work and we soon discovered that she was an excellent seamstress.
“We’ve been lucky,” said my mother. “And she is a lady, which is a help too. We must be very kind to her, poor girl. She has had such a bad time and she is really quite young. I have no doubt that she could help Miss Prentiss in some ways.”
I was pleased that we had been able to help her. Grace Gilmore interested me. There was something mysterious about her.
Benedict arrived at Cador. He was even more handsome than I remembered.
“Why,” he cried, “you’ve grown. You’re almost a young lady now.”
He laughed. I noticed that he had beautiful white teeth and his eyes were bluer than I remembered.
“I’m settling in now,” he said. “I’ll soon be as English as you.”
My parents greeted him with pleasure and in a few days he seemed to become part of Cador. He spent a good deal of time with my father. Jack was very taken with him and he was soon popular with the servants.
Whenever I could be with him I would. He seemed to enjoy my company. But of course he had come with a purpose and he was kept busy. He was full of enthusiasm for the estate; and when he was not with my father he seemed to be with John Polstark, our manager. He was very popular with all. I knew that in the kitchen they discussed him constantly, especially the younger and more frivolous maids.
“He’s what you might call one of them charmers,” was Mrs. Penlock’s verdict. “You girls want to watch out with them sort. They can be all nice words and smiles till they get what they want from you girls … and then it’s ‘Goodbye, I’m off now to the next.’ But she herself was not immune. She would simper a little when he was near. He was full of good will and if he did cast a sparkling eye on the younger and prettier of the girls, he did not forget the older ones either. He would give the same sort of attention to Mrs. Penlock herself—who admitted to being in her sixties, but I was sure she had forgotten to add a few years for she had been at Cador when my mother was a girl and had not been exactly young then. He made everyone feel that there was something special about them which he found lovable. I supposed that was called charm.
I tried to discover what it was about him which had that effect on people. It was more than just his attitude towards them; he was the sort of man who wanted power and I came to the conclusion that that was the very essence of masculine attraction.
My mother talked to me about him.
“He seems to have a way of making himself known,” she said. “He has only been here a short time and he is making an impression.”
“There is something different about him,” I answered. “He’s unlike anyone else I know.”
My mother smiled. “He’s getting along with John Polstark and your father. They seem to think he will make a good estate manager.”
“What do you think Uncle Peter intends to do? Buy him an estate somewhere?”
“Probably … but for himself I should imagine. He’ll keep a firm hand on it and perhaps let Benedict manage it.”
“I shouldn’t think Ben would want that.”
“No. He’s like his grandfather, I daresay. He would want to have complete charge. It will be interesting to see what happens. They’re a strong-willed pair. By the way, Miss Gilmore is settling in well, I think. Don’t you?”
“She’s so grateful, it’s almost embarrassing.”
“Poor girl! I don’t know what she would have done if we hadn’t taken her in. She seemed pretty desperate. She has asked me for a day off.”
“A day off! So soon!”
“She’s got an old aunt who lives somewhere near Bodmin. She wants to go and see her and tell her that she’s settled and where she is and all that, I suppose.”
“I thought she hadn’t got any relations.”
“I don’t think she said that. Well, this is her father’s sister … and I daresay she is very old … as the father was. In any case I have said she may go.”
“Near Bodmin, you say?”
“She mentioned Lanivet.”
“That’s some little way.”
“She said she would be away one night and she was so grateful when I said that would be all right. I think she is going to be very useful. She’s made a very good job of that alpaca. You know I was very fond of that costume. I didn’t want to discard it, but the bottoms of the sleeves were so marked. She’s done something so that it doesn’t show. And she’s tightened up the skirt which was too loose. It almost looks like new. Dear old Semple was getting a little past it though she would never admit it. I don’t think she could see very well towards the end.”
“I think you are rather pleased with Miss Gilmore, Mama.”
“It is nice to be able to do a good turn to someone and find you’ve done yourself one too.”
“Is she getting on all right with the servants now?”
“I think they consider her something of an outsider.”
“Well, anyone who comes from the other side of the river is that.”
My mother laughed. “She is quiet and causes no fuss. I don’t know what goes on in the kitchen. It’s like the case of Miss Prentiss. They are so strict about levels of society that they are a little complicated to follow. She seems to have become quite friendly with Miss Prentiss.”
“Perhaps they both feel they can be friendly without upsetting the rules of protocol.”
“That must be so. However, she is going off in the morning.”
I often wondered about Grace Gilmore. There was an air of mystery about her which intrigued me. I did not mention it to anyone. They would say—or even if they didn’t say it they would think it—that I was daydreaming again. I imagined her life with the poor old rector—so feeble and demanding. I was sure she had waited on him, caring for him, living for him and letting her own life slip away.
My mother would say: “You are building up what isn’t there, Angel. That imagination of yours. … It’s all very fine but don’t let it run away with you.”
I saw Grace Gilmore going to the station to get the train. There was something purposeful about her. I smiled and wished her a good journey.
I began to wonder whether she would come back. There was a certain unreality about her. It occurred to me that she might suddenly disappear and we would never hear of her again. I was so obsessed by this thought that when I returned to the house I went to her room. Everything was neat and tidy. I looked in the wardrobe. Her clothes were hanging there. Her nightdress lay neatly folded under her pillow. Yes, I was inquisitive enough to look there.
It was the room of someone who intended to return.
In the afternoon I went riding with Ben and all thought of Grace Gilmore departed during such a pleasant time.
He talked about running an estate of his own.
“Like Cador?” I asked.
“Just like Cador only bigger.”
I laughed. “Everything about you has to be bigger than everyone else’s.”
“I admit it.”
“Do you realize that this estate has been built up over hundreds of years?”
“I do.”
“And you are going to come and start and immediately have something bigger?”
“It is what I should like.”
“We don’t all get what we like.”
“I intend to.”
“ ‘Pride goeth before a fall.’ ”
“Oh, moral, are we?”
“It’s supposed to be true.”
“I shall be prouder than ever and not fail … just to prove it’s wrong.”
“I should be rather disappointed if it were, when I think of the number of times I have had to write it out for Miss Prentiss.”
“It is a great game to prove the moralists wrong. And for every one of these adages there is a contradiction.”
“ ‘Too many cooks spoil the broth’ and ‘Many hands make light work’?”
“Exactly. So I shall make my own laws. They will be the laws of Reason.”
“Oh, Ben, it is nice to have you here.”
“Shall I tell you what is the nicest thing about being here?”
“Yes, do.”
“Angel is here.”
“You always say such wonderful things. Do you mean them?”
“Not always. But on this occasion, yes.”
“If you don’t mean them, why do you say them?”
He paused for a moment and laughed at me. “Well, it makes people feel good. They like you for it, and it is wise to have people liking you. Never make enemies if you can help it … even in the smallest way. You never know when the most trivial thing can be turned against you. It is what you call keeping the wheels well oiled.”
“Even though it is false?”
He shrugged his shoulders. “It’s harmless. It makes people feel happy. What’s wrong with that?”
“Nothing, I suppose, only I like things to be true.”
“You are asking too much.”
We had come to open country and I started to gallop. He was beside me.
“We’re almost on the moor,” I shouted.
I pulled up. There it was—miles of moorland with its boulders and little rippling streams and here and there the flowering gorse.
“There’s something strange about it,” I said. “Do you feel it? I mean strange in a certain way. Uncanny.”
“Out of this world.”
“Yes.”
“You might have strayed onto another planet.”
“That’s it. Strange things happen here. When I am here I can believe the stories one hears of the piskies and the knackers and the rest.”
We walked our horses for a while.
He said: “We could tie our horses to that bush and sit here for a while. I’d like to, would you?”
“Yes,” I said.
So we tethered the horses and sat with our backs against a boulder inhaling the fresh air. There was a faint wind which whistled through the grass making a soft moaning noise which was like a human voice.
I was glad he was aware of the spirit of the moors.
“The mine is not far from here.”
“Oh yes. It belongs to the Pencarrons, I believe.”
“Yes. We’ll ride over there one day. They’d like to meet you.”
“Profitable concern, the mine, I take it.”
“Yes, I think so. It’s a great boon to the Poldoreys. Quite a number of the men work there. The population seems to be made up of fishermen and miners … apart from the farmers and people who work on the land. They are safe.”
“Safe?” he asked.
“They are not in danger. Fishermen and miners always look out for disasters. With the miners it’s black dogs and white hares which appear now and then to announce some disaster … and disaster in the mine or at sea can be terrible. Then there are those knackers who have to be placated all the time. The miners have to leave them bits of their lunch when, poor things, they are hungry and could do with it all themselves. Then the fishermen … they never know when some mermaid is going to appear to give some dreadful warning or they are going to meet a ghost ship. Apart from all that there is the weather. So you see those who work on the land have rather a peaceful time.”
“Why do they not all want to work on the land?”
“If they get a good catch they earn a lot of money. And the miners? Well, I suppose they earn more than the farm laborers, because their jobs are so dangerous.”
“Logical reasoning,” he said. “Yes, up here one could believe in some of those stories.”
“These stones for instance could come suddenly to life. Look at that one. It is rather like a woman’s shape. It’s the one they call the Stone Novice. She was turned out of her convent because she disobeyed the laws of the Church.”
“I wonder what law?”
“She had a lover. They say that at certain times if you come up here alone, you can hear her weeping.”
“I expect it is only the wind.”
“It could easily be mistaken for weeping.”
“Tell me more.”
“There is the story about the mine.”
“Pencarron’s.”
“No. No. There are lots of mines in Cornwall. This was somewhere else. It is supposed to have happened years ago. It’s an old Scat Bal now.”
“I thought Pencarron was that.”
“Oh no. That is not a Scat Bal. It’s used just as a term of affection. I do hope the knackers understand that. They might be annoyed if they didn’t. This one I am telling you about is a very different matter.”
“I’m longing to hear more.”
“It was a tin mine. There was a terrible accident there. Several men were killed. After the accident a lot of people remembered seeing black dogs and white hares hanging around. It was a complete disaster. They said that was the end of Cradley Mine. Those who escaped lost their jobs; there was a great deal of hardship in the neighborhood. People used to say the mine was haunted. They heard strange knockings there at night. There were two men … brothers … miners who had lost their work and lived in great poverty. One night they decided to go into the old mine and see what the knocking meant. This was dangerous for the mine had collapsed once and could do so again. However, one dark night they went in. They crawled along in the direction from which came the knocking, expecting at any moment that the earth would collapse on top of them. They saw a light. They went towards it and there were twenty little men all digging away with tiny shovels. They had tiny pails and these were full of gold. They were knackers.”
“And gold … in a tin mine?”
“That’s the story. The two were terrified, and then they lost their fear for the knackers were so small … just the size of a sixpenny doll, they said. The knackers were not angry with the men, because they had been brave to come there in the dead of night. The men just marveled at the sight of the gold they could see in the earth. They said that if they brought proper implements in one night they could mine twenty times as much gold as the knackers were doing in that time. They came to an arrangement with the little men. They would mine the gold and sell it and for every ounce they sold ten per cent should go back to the knackers. This was agreed and every night those two men went to work. In a short time they were very rich. They bought a beautiful house and they lived like gentry and everyone was in awe of them because of their sudden fortune which they said had been left to them by a relation from overseas.”
“I hope they remembered to surrender the ten per cent.”
“Oh yes, they did. They never forgot. As soon as a transaction was made the knackers received their due. Well, the men married. They each had a son, and when the boys were old enough they told them the secret of their wealth, and they brought them into the mine so that when they were dead their sons could go on mining gold. So they did and in time the two men died and there were only the sons.”
“I can guess what’s coming.”
“What?”
“They didn’t pay their dues.”
“That’s right. They said: ‘Why should we? We do the work.’ They never saw the knackers. They just had to take the commission and leave it there. But it was always gone on their next visit. They made up their minds that it was a fantastic story and their fathers must have been mad to throw away so large a proportion of the profits. They did not work hard as their fathers had; they gambled and drank too much and they went only to the mine when they needed to replenish their coffers. And then one night they went to the mine and all the gold was gone. There was nothing there. It had returned to being an old Scat Bal.”
“Well, it served them right, didn’t it? They should have kept to the bargain … particularly when dealing with people who can produce gold out of a tin mine and cut off supplies when they are being cheated!”
“You are very skeptical, I think.”
“Never mind, I liked the story. There are two morals in this one. Don’t be afraid for if you are bold you will prosper. That is shown by the two men investigating the knocking; and then: Don’t cheat … especially if your victim is more powerful than you are.”
I laughed at him.
I said: “If Uncle Peter buys an estate and you manage it, I wonder where it will be.”
“I have to make up my mind,” he said. “There are so many possibilities. What I shall do I think is look for some obliging knackers and ask them to find me a gold mine.”
“You are never really serious, are you?”
“Yes, sometimes, very serious.”
We were silent for a while. I inhaled the strong moorland air and was happy.
When I look back at that day, I think it was the end of my happiness.
In spite of my imaginings about Grace Gilmore she returned to Cador as she had arranged. I saw her in the sewing room on the morning after she came back. I had a dress which I rather liked and I thought it was too short. I wondered if it were possible to let it down without spoiling it.
I felt then that there was a restrained excitement about her, and I wondered what had happened when she visited her aunt.
I asked her if she had had a pleasant visit. For a moment she looked startled. Surely she could not have forgotten.
She said: “Oh yes … thank you, Miss Angelet. Very pleasant.”
“I suppose your aunt was very interested to hear you had come to Cador.”
“She seemed pleased that I had found a place.”
“Mama was very pleased with the alpaca.”
“I am very happy about that.”
“Is your aunt a dressmaker, too?”
“Oh no, no.”
“I thought perhaps it ran in the family. Miss Semple who used to do dressmaking here had a mother who was a dressmaker … and so was her grandmother, I believe.”
She said: “I am sure I can make a good job of this hem, Miss Angelet.”
I had the impression that she thought I was prying and my mother had told me as well as the servants that that was forbidden. She knew how interested I was in people and how I could not rest until I had discovered what I wanted to know about them.
I said: “Thanks, Miss Gilmore. I’ll leave the dress with you.”
I left then but I continued to think about her.
The very next day we heard about the escaped convict.
I had been riding with Ben and we had gone out as far as the Pencarron Mine. He seemed to have become interested in mines since I had told him the story of the knackers’ gold.
When we came back we rode down to the harbor. He wanted to look at the sea.
As we came through the town we saw a little knot of people gathered together staring at something fixed to the wall. We went close. It was a poster.
I saw Jim Mullens, one of the fishermen whom I knew well, and I called to him: “What’s all the fuss about, Jim?”
“Oh, Miss Angel, there be a terrible to-do. It’s this here convict who has got out of Bodmin Jail. Real dangerous they say he be.”
I dismounted and led my horse forward. Ben did the same.
We saw the rather crude drawing of a man. He had strongly marked brows under a pair of wild-looking dark eyes and thick dark curly hair.
“This man is Dangerous” said the big black words on the poster.
I read on. He was one Mervyn Duncarry and he had been about to go on trial for murder when he had escaped from Bodmin Jail.
Mrs. Fenny was there having left her cottage to be closer to the excitement.
“This be a shocking thing,” she said. “We could all be murdered in our beds.”
The Misses Poldrew stood by. I heard the whispered words. “He assaulted the poor young thing before he strangled her. He deserves to hang twice over … and here he is … He could be in Poldorey this minute …”
The Misses Poldrew would have to make a double check under their beds this evening, I thought.
There was a little about this dangerous man. He had broken out of jail during the night and could be anywhere in the Duchy. Ports were being watched. The public should keep a look out. If they thought they saw him they should not attempt to approach him, but report it at once.
We mounted our horses and rode through the town.
“He’ll soon be found,” said Ben. “He can’t get far with everyone on the alert for him.”
At luncheon we talked about him.
“He’ll hang for this,” said my father. “It is sad for he is apparently quite a well-educated young man. He was a tutor.”
“Looking after children!” cried my mother. “How terrible.”
“He suddenly seemed to go mad. It was some girl in the village. A child of about ten …”
My mother avoided looking at me. She was about my age … this poor girl who had been assaulted and murdered.
My mother said fiercely: “I hope they catch him … soon. He deserves everything he gets … and more. Why do people do such things?”
“It’s a madness,” said my father. “He must have become suddenly insane.”
“Perhaps he could be cured,” I suggested.
“Perhaps, and perhaps not,” said Ben. “And who would ever know that he was cured? It might break out again and someone else be murdered.”
“Yes,” agreed my mother. “It seems that eliminating such people is the only way. He won’t get far,” she added. “No fear of that.”
When luncheon was over Ben said to me: “What about a ride this afternoon?”
“I’d like that,” I replied eagerly.
“You said you were going to show me that pool.”
“Oh yes. Branok.”
“The bottomless pool where the bells are heard when some disaster is about to occur.”
“Yes,” I giggled. “It’s one of those places … like the moor. You can laugh but you can feel it when you are there.”
“Right. In half an hour?”
When I went down to the stables Ben was already there, mounted.
He said: “I’ve just had a command from John Polstark. He wants me to go out with him and look at one of the cottages.”
I was disappointed. “So you can’t come.”
“It won’t take very long. Are you ready to go? I believe the cottage is somewhere near the pool. You go on. Wait for me there.”
I brightened. “I’ll do that.”
And so innocently happy I rode out to the pool, not realizing that life was never going to be the same again.
It was a warm day with just a light coolish breeze. I reached the pool. How silent it was! There was no one about. There rarely was here. I listened intently. I almost felt I could hear the tinkle of bells. It was easy to fancy such things in such a place.
I felt a desire to touch the water. It shimmered in the sunshine. It was still though; there was not a ripple on the surface. I halted my horse and, slipping off her back, looked round for somewhere to tether her. She was docile enough, but I did not want her to wander.
I patted her and said: “Just for a while. Ben will be here soon.”
I went down to the pool and trailed my hand in the water. I half wished that I could hear the bells; and yet I should have been terrified if they had begun to peal. How would they sound under water? Muffled, I supposed. I should be rather frightened but only because I was alone.
My horse whinnied.
I stood still without turning round. “It’s all right, Glory,” I said. “He’ll soon be here … then you’ll be free … though he might want to walk for a while.”
I heard a footstep.
“Ben,” I called. I looked round, but it was not Ben.
“Good afternoon,” he said. He was a youngish man in his early twenties, I imagined. He smiled pleasantly. “I’ve lost my way. Perhaps you could direct me.”
“I expect so. I live round here.”
“Not at that magnificent house I passed?”
“Was it on a cliff?”
“Yes. Like a castle.”
He had come closer and was looking at me intently. He had thick eyebrows and dark curly hair.
“That’s Cador,” I told him. “It’s my home.”
“Congratulations. It must be wonderful to live in such a place. It is certainly very fine.”
“It’s very old, of course.”
“I guessed so.”
“Where do you want to go?”
“Is there a good inn?”
“There is the Fisherman’s Rest. It’s very small. There was the King’s Arms. That was an old coaching inn … but there was no business after the railways came, and it closed down. There is only really the Fisherman’s Rest.”
“You’re a nice little girl,” he said and he came closer to me.
It was then that I felt the first twinge of fear. He seemed to change suddenly. I had thought that he was a student … exploring the countryside. Now I was not so sure.
“Thank you,” I said as coolly as I could and started to walk past him, but he caught my arm.
“You’re frightened,” he said. “Why?”
“No … no,” I stammered. “I … I just have to go.”
“Why?” he cried shaking me.
A terrible thought came into my mind. I remembered the poster. I looked at his face. His eyes now looked wild; they seemed to bore right into me. I thought: It’s the escaped prisoner … and I’m here … alone with him. I wanted to cry out but my mouth was dry and no sound came. My heart was beating so fast that I thought I should suffocate.
I heard myself say shrilly: “Who are you?”
He did not answer. I moved backwards. I was very close to the water.
He advanced too. He had changed. He was no longer the pleasant student. There was a dreadful light in his eyes. His pupils seemed to be distended.
He said: “I like little girls.” And he laughed horribly. “I like them when they are nice to me.”
“Yes … yes,” I said, trying to sound normal and wondering if I could slip past him and run … and run.
He gripped my arm. I tried to wrench it free, but he laughed again in that frightening way. Then he put a hand out and touched my throat.
“No, no,” I screamed. “Go away. Let me alone.”
It was the wrong thing to have done. As I tried to dodge past him he caught me by the shoulder.
“Let me go,” I sobbed. “Let me go.”
Panic had seized me. I could not think. I was only aware of his closeness … his motives, which I only half understood but which I knew ended in death.
I was young; I was agile; but he was a grown man and stronger than I. I knew that if he caught me I was doomed.
I heard myself screaming at him. He put up a hand and covered my mouth. I kicked and he freed me. I ran. I was trying to reach Glory, but how could I get away in time? He would catch me before I had a chance to untie her.
I started to run on but he caught me and I fell. I was sobbing with fear and screaming at the top of my voice. Who would hear me? Few people came to the pool.
He was loathsome. He was horrible. He nauseated me. He was pulling at my clothes. I kicked and struggled and I think I hurt him for he called out in sudden pain, cursing me. He gave me a blow at the side of my head which set up a singing in my ears. I felt blood in my mouth.
“No … no … no,” I sobbed.
I had never fought like this before. I knew that my life depended on my ability to defend myself. I was sobbing like a baby calling for my mother and my father. Oh, if only they knew what was happening to their beloved daughter. What would happen to me? I should be found … dead … another victim.
There was a lot of fight in me. I saw blood on his face and the more I fought the more angry he became.
I could not go on much longer. I felt my strength failing me. I had no idea how long this struggle had gone on, but I knew that for me it was a losing battle.
I prayed, I think. One always does, if only subconsciously, on such occasions. It is at times like this one that one believes in God … because one has to.
And … as if by a miracle my prayers were answered.
I heard my name. “Angel.” It seemed to come from a long way off. “For God’s sake, Angel.”
And there was Ben.
My assailant was on his feet. I saw Ben running towards us. He was still calling my name. “Angel, Angel. Oh no …”
The murderer was lunging towards him, but Ben was ready. I watched, too stunned to move for a moment. I just lay there. I saw the man strike out at Ben … but Ben parried the blow and came at him. He hit him hard between the eyes. The man staggered and fell. I got to my feet and rushed to Ben.
He held me tightly in his arms. “Angel … dearest Angel … Are you all right? Oh … my God.”
“I’m all right now, Ben. I’m all right now you are here.”
He stared at me … the blood on my face … I knew there was blood on my clothes. I could not imagine what I looked like.
We turned to gaze down at the man.
“It’s the one,” said Ben. “It’s the wanted man.”
“I thought he was you,” I said. “He asked me the way … and he seemed quite normal. Then suddenly he changed. He got hold of me and I couldn’t get away. Ben … oh, Ben.”
“It’s all over now. He looks as if he is really out. We’ll just go and let them know we’ve found him.”
“He might get away and escape.”
Ben knelt down. The man had not moved since he had fallen. He looked strangely still. Ben lifted his head. It fell back with a jerk but not before we had seen the blood staining his thick dark curly hair. The back of his head was covered in blood. So was the stone onto which he had fallen.
Ben looked at me in horror. His next words sent a tremor of fear through me. “He’s dead,” he said.
He let him fall and then he added: “I’ve killed him.”
“Oh, Ben … it can’t be … What’ll happen?”
“I don’t know,” said Ben.
“You just saved me … that was all. He can’t be really dead … not just like that.”
“I hit him pretty hard … but it wasn’t that only. He fell on that stone. There’s a sharp edge. It looks as if it has penetrated his head.”
I just stared at him in sudden terror. My thoughts went back to the picture in the gallery. I saw clearly my grandfather’s laughing eyes. Jake Cadorson, who had killed a man who was attempting to assault a young gypsy girl. It was murder and in spite of the fact that he had saved the girl from her attacker he had been sentenced to transportation for seven years.
Ben had killed a man … a murderer wanted by the law. But it would be called murder or at least manslaughter … and my grandfather’s punishment for the same offense had been seven years’ exile.
It must not happen to Ben.
Ben had lost his bravado. I could see that he was thinking what I was.
He said slowly: “I … I killed him.”
“You didn’t mean to. You had to stop him. If you hadn’t killed him he would have killed you.”
“It was murder,” he said. “They’d say it was murder.”
I began to tremble. “My grandfather,” I began. “It was the same … almost exactly the same. … But this man was a murderer …”
“What did you say they did to your grandfather?”
I replied through chattering teeth: “They were going to hang him but my grandmother saved him … and then they sent him away for seven years. It was considered a light sentence.”
Ben was silent. He could not take his eyes from the man.
I said slowly: “Ben … no one must know.”
“They’d find out,” he said.
“How?”
“They do. There are clues and things like that. You don’t know you’ve left them but they find something you didn’t think was important. And what about this blood?”
He stood for a while in silence staring at the water. “That’s it,” he said.
“What, Ben?”
“We’re going to throw him into the pool. Nobody will find him there.” He seemed to regain his old fire. “Come on. Help me, Angel. We’ll get him to the pool.”
I thought wildly: It’s the answer. He’ll disappear. No one will think of looking for him there.
He was heavy. We pulled him across the grass leaving a trail of blood. We had him right to the edge of the pool. I noticed that his eyes were open; he seemed to be staring at me. I thought: I shall never be able to forget him.
I turned away and as I did so I caught sight of something glittering near the water’s edge. It was a ring. I picked it up and slipped it into the pocket of my skirt. I don’t know why I bothered to do that at such a time. I supposed because I had to stop looking at that man and thinking of him, even for a split second.
“What are you doing?” asked Ben. “Here. Help me get him into the water.”
He put some stones into the man’s pockets to weigh him down, and we pushed the body into the pool, but it was shallow and we had to wade in so that we were sure of getting him to the deeper part.
The water was cold. I was shivering. He slipped out of our grasp. For a moment I saw his head with the dark wet hair, the odd pallor of the skin, the open accusing eyes.
As I turned away I fell. I was completely immersed. Ben picked me up and said: “It’s over. We’ve done it.”
We stood on the edge of the pool, Ben’s arm about me.
“Stop shaking, Angel,” he said. “He’s gone. No one will ever find him. There are no tides in the pool to wash his body ashore. He’s gone forever. Let’s get away from here.”
He held me close to him as we walked to the horses. His, fortunately, had remained waiting. I could not stop looking at the trail of blood on the grass.
Ben looked up at the sky. “There’ll be rain tonight. That will wash it all away.”
“Suppose someone sees it before?”
“No one will. Few come here. Besides, you’d have to look for it to find it … and nobody could be sure that it was blood.”
“It’s a terrible thing to kill a man,” I said.
“We didn’t kill him. It was an accident. And, remember, he would have done to you what he did to that other girl. It was justice. If we are sensible we shall feel no regret about him. He deserved to die. He would have been hanged when he was tried and found guilty which he obviously was. We’ve got to be sensible about this. Oh God, Angel, you are so young.”
“I … I don’t feel young,” I told him.
He took my face in his hands and kissed it.
“It’s our secret, Angel.”
“But he’s dead, Ben, and it was because of us that he died.”
“No, it was because of himself. It was justice. I feel no remorse.”
“But when they know …”
“They are not going to know. Why should they ever know? If they found out there would be a fuss. They would say we killed a man. We disposed of his body.”
“We shouldn’t have done that, Ben. We should have gone and found them and told them …”
“There would have been such a fuss. They would have accused us. They might even call it murder. They did with your grandfather, didn’t they? It’s a similar case.”
“But the man he killed was not a murderer.”
“It makes no difference. Listen to me. We are in this together. It is our secret. We can’t bring all the scandal there would be on our families. There would be endless gossip. You know how people exaggerate. Imagine the press getting hold of it. No, as far as we are concerned it is over.”
“How can it ever be over?”
“It will be … if we don’t let anyone know. They will hunt for him and they won’t find him. They’ll think he has escaped. There’ll be questions and more questions. They’ll never let us rest. They’ll say I killed him and you were an accessory after the fact … that’s how they talk. We don’t want a great fuss. It would be exaggerated and remembered for the rest of our lives. It is always so in these cases. Consider all your legends. How they have grown up through distortion and exaggeration. We should be branded forever and they would punish us in some way … even though they would have hanged him … which would have been far worse for him than the way he died. So we’ve got to think of a way out of this. We have to think of our families. It’s the only way. I know what we must do.”
“What?” I asked.
“We must get away from here at once and not let anyone know we came here. We must say nothing about what happened. Can you do that, Angel? Not to anyone … not a word.”
“Yes … yes, I think so.” But I looked down at my sodden clothes. There was blood on my jacket.
“We’ll have to give some sort of explanation,” Ben went on. “We’ll say you had a fall. That’s the answer. It will account for the state you are in. But there must not be a word about what actually happened … about him.”
“There’ll be some way they’ll find out.”
“Not if we play it carefully. Stop shaking, Angel.”
“I can’t help it. I just feel so cold.” I started to sneeze and for a few moments could not stop.
He looked at me anxiously and said: “Listen, Angel. This is terrible, but we’re in it now and we have to get out of it.”
“When they don’t catch him …?”
“They’ll think he’s got away. It will be as easy as that.” Ben was beginning to regain his confidence. There was even a look of excitement in his eyes. “We’ll do it. But we’ve got to plan very carefully. He’s gone. He won’t be able to murder any more young girls … never again. We’ve done a good thing. No one will ever know that he is at the bottom of the pool. His clothes will be waterlogged. He’s right down at the bottom. He’ll never be found. We’ve saved him from the hangman’s rope, and that was what he deserved and what would have come to him. We’ve done him a good turn. We’ve done all those little girls whom he might have murdered a good turn. …”
Cold and shivering as I was I felt better. Ben was so convincing. I began to believe that if he decided what we must do was the best thing for us, it would be for everyone else too.
There was nothing I wanted more than to get away and forget.
He was talking coaxingly. “You see, Angel, how awful it would be for us and our families if it were known. I don’t know what they would do to us. They wouldn’t let us go off scot free. When people are killed there is always trouble. But we mustn’t stay here. What are we going to do? You’re wet through … and so am I. We can’t say we’ve been in the pool. We’ll have to say we were wet through by the sea. Look. It happened this way: You were galloping along the beach. You know how you like to do that. Glory stumbled over a boulder and threw you. You were close to the sea and the waves washed over you. You hurt yourself on a rock. That will account for the blood. You just went over Glory’s head. You lost consciousness for a few seconds. Thank goodness I was with you. That’s how it will have to be. Can you do it?”
“Yes, Ben, I think I can.”
“Then let’s get away from here. The sooner the better.”
He took my hand. I was still trembling.
“You’d better not ride,” he said. “We’ll get you up on Glory and I’ll walk you home.”
He was right. I realized I could not have ridden. There were times when it seemed as though the earth were coming up to meet me and I was shaking all over.
Ben murmured soothingly to me as we walked along. “The thing is not to talk too much about it. Make yourself believe it happened the way we said it did. You can come to believe it. …”
“I’ll never forget it … the way he looked at me. Oh, Ben, it was so horrible.”
“You’ve got to forget it. It doesn’t do any good to go on remembering that sort of thing. We did the best possible thing … the only possible thing … and now we’ve got to forget it and make our story the real one. When the truth is too distressing to contemplate it’s not a bad idea to substitute it with fancy.”
“You’ll be there to help, Ben?”
“I’ll be there.”
“I think I can do it then.”
“Angel,” he said, “you know I love you.”
“Oh really, Ben? I love you, too.”
“When I think of that man … and you … dear innocent Angel … I’m glad I did it.”
“I wish someone else had. I wish he had never escaped out here.”
“It’s no use wishing it away. It won’t go that way. It’s our secret and, dear Angel, you will be all right. It will be better as time passes.”
“I feel very strange, Ben. Everything seems far off.”
“It will be all right.”
He held me firmly. I was hardly aware of the road as we traveled along.
I vaguely remember my mother as she rushed out crying: “What is it? What’s happened?” And Ben replying: “Angelet’s had an accident. Glory threw her.”
“My darling child!”
I was so relieved because my mother was there.
My father came running out, fearful and horrified to see the state I was in.
“We’ll get her to bed quickly,” said my mother. “She’s had an accident … riding.”
“Riding? Riding Glory?”
“I don’t think she’s in a fit state to talk,” said Ben.
My mother took me up to my room. She took off my coat and for a second or two studied it in consternation, and putting my hand in the pocket of my skirt, I felt the ring I had picked up.
“What’s that?” asked my mother.
“Oh … nothing … something I picked up.”
“Never mind that now,” said my mother, and I opened a drawer and put the ring into it, vaguely wondering why I had bothered to pick it up except that I had always been interested in things I found and did it automatically.
“We’ll soon have you comfortable,” said my mother. “You’re soaked to the skin. We’ll get you out of just everything.”
She wrapped me in a blanket and put me into bed. I still could not stop trembling.
“Your father has sent one of the men to get Dr. Barrow,” said my mother.
“I’ll be all right.”
“The doctor is going to have a look at you. You never know when you have a fall like that. I don’t think anything can be broken.”
I lay in my bed. My mother sat beside me and in due course the doctor came.
He examined my head. There was now a vivid bruise on my cheek. “Did you fall on your face?” he asked.
“I … I can’t remember. It is all so confusing.”
“Hm,” he said. “Open your mouth. You’ve bitten yourself, I think. You must have done that as you fell. You’ve got some good bruises.”
I was terrified that what he discovered would not fit in with our story.
“On the beach …” he murmured, looking puzzled.
“I can’t remember much about it. Suddenly I was down …”
He nodded and turned to my mother. “Might be a little concussion. It’s a good thing she fell on soft sand. It’s the shock more than anything else. Keep her warm and I’ll give her a sedative that will ensure a good night’s sleep. Then tomorrow we’ll see.”
A good night’s sleep! I thought: I shall never sleep peacefully again. I shall dream of that awful moment when he had his hands on me … and when he fell down … the trail of blood as we dragged him to the pool … and that moment before he went down when he seemed to stare at me with his dead eyes and the water was pink with his blood.
I knew I could never forget and nothing would ever be the same again.
I did sleep deeply, due to what Dr. Barrow had given me, and when I awoke next morning my head was heavy. I felt dizzy and very hot. Memory came back to me and hung over me like a stifling cloak. I just wanted to get back to blissful forgetfulness.
My mother was alarmed when she saw me and Dr. Barrow was immediately summoned.
It was a blessing in a way. It saved me from too many questions and I believe that if I had had to face them while the incident was fresh in everyone’s mind, I might not have been able to support our story.
I had a cold which, during the next few days, developed into bronchitis and then pneumonia. I was very ill and there was a possibility that I might not recover. I lived through the days in hazy dreams. For a lot of the time I was floating in a strange world. I was not sure where I was. I would see my mother’s face watching me so tenderly that I felt I must get well. Then I would be back at the pool. I would see that face floating on the water and I would cry out “No, no.” Then I would hear my mother’s voice: “It’s all right, darling. I’m here. Everything is all right.”
There was a great deal of activity in the room. Through the haze of unreality I saw Grace Gilmore. She seemed to be there often. Ben came to see me. I was aware of him as he was standing by my bed; and I thought we were at the pool together. I started up.
I heard my mother say: “I don’t think she should have visitors … yet.”
Then they were talking about the crisis. There were many people in the room … faces which swam vaguely before me … voices which came from a long way off. My mother was trying to smile, but I knew she was crying and I thought: I am dying.
And then the fever had gone and everyone was smiling and my mother was bending over the bed and saying: “How are you feeling, darling? You are better. You will soon be well.”
I was like a new person—not a child any more. I had grown up. The world in which I had complacently lived before that day at the pool had evaporated. It was a different place now—a world in which terrible things could happen. The fears of the past had been shadowy … something one only half believed; they were for other people; not for me. I had my parents, my secure home, and nothing could harm me. Ghosts and witches, cruelty and horror, pain and murder, that might happen to other people, but not to me and those around me. They were something to talk about, to frighten oneself about … but with the delicious fear of childhood … when you terrified yourself knowing that mother was close behind and you could run to hide yourself in her skirts and the bogey would go away.
But I had left all that behind now. I had come face to face with horror. I knew a little of what that man would have done to me before he killed me. The awful realization had come to me. It could have happened to me!
My mother would not let me look in the glass for some time, and when I did it was a stranger who looked back at me. Pale and thin, my eyes seeming bigger, but my hair … it was short like a boy’s.
My mother touched it gently. “It will soon grow. And look, it is wavy. We had to cut it off because of your fever.”
I could not stop looking at that face in the mirror. There were secrets there. Those were not the innocent eyes of childhood. They had looked on the fearful realities of life.
I felt older. My illness had changed me. While I had lain there in limbo, I had grown up. I knew now that what we did was the only thing we could have done. Ben had been right. He had killed a man but it was something which had had to be done; the man was a murderer; he would have committed more murders. It was not like killing an ordinary person.
But I had to stop going over it. I had to accept what was done. Ben had said I had to believe what we had said had happened and he was right.
I was feeling better. I was sitting up now.
My mother said: “Watson was down at the quay this morning and found this John Dory. He thought it would be just the thing to tempt you. Mrs. Penlock has done it in a special way. You’d better eat every scrap of it. You know what they are.”
I smiled. I cherished every aspect of normality, of the return to the old days.
I heard my mother whisper to my father: “Better not say anything about the accident. It seems to upset her.”
I was glad of that. I didn’t want to have to talk of it. I did not want to have to lie more than was necessary. That was a great help.
I learned that I had been very ill for three weeks.
“Jack has been so upset,” my mother told me. “He’s been wanting to bring you his train and you know that is his dearest possession. You should have seen the glum faces in the kitchen. Mrs. Penlock is full of ideas as to what she is going to give you to eat. She says she is going to ‘build you up’ as though you are some sort of edifice. You would be the size of a house if she could have her way. We’ve all been so worried … every one of us, and we are so happy now that you are getting well. But don’t think you are going to rush it. You’re going to spend another week in bed; and then we are going to take it very slowly.”
“I must have been very ill.”
She nodded, her lips trembling.
“You thought I was going to die.”
“Pneumonia is very serious … and there was a fever. You seemed to be so disturbed. But it is all over now.”
All over? I thought. It will never be all over. He will always be there … lying at the bottom of the pool.
I said: “How is Ben?”
“Oh, he has gone. He waited to see if you … he waited until he knew you were going to recover. He couldn’t go till then. Well, you know, he was only coming here for a month or so.”
“He didn’t come to say goodbye.”
“No. I didn’t want you to have visitors … and you seemed a little upset when he came.”
“Didn’t I speak to him?”
“No … not really. You muttered something we couldn’t understand … and I said that I thought too many people in the room was not good for you. He went back to London about a week ago. There is a lot to tell you when you are stronger.”
I was feeling a little better every day. Nothing had been discovered then.
How right Ben had been! It had happened. It was over, and we had to forget.
I was very weak and was surprised how tottery I felt when I got out of bed.
“It will take time,” said my mother.
She would sit with me during the afternoons. Sometimes she read to me; at others she sat at her sewing … and we talked.
It was some little time before I could bring myself to say: “Mama, I haven’t heard anything about … that man … that convict who escaped.”
“Oh him. That all died down. They never caught him.”
“What … what do they think happened to him?”
“They think he must have got out of the country.”
“Would he be able to do that?”
“Oh yes, it’s possible. I expect he had friends to help him. There was quite a little bit of news about his background. It was most extraordinary. He was apparently quite a well-educated young man. He had been tutor to a family not far from Bodmin, Launceston way. Crompton … I think was the place. How dreadful to think he had been in charge of children! I think his late employers must be feeling very grateful just now.”
“A tutor,” I murmured.
“Yes … to a young boy about your age. There was a little girl in the family, but I think she had a governess. There was quite a story about them. His employers were astounded. They had always thought so highly of him.”
“You don’t think he might have been … innocent?”
“Oh no … no. No question about that. He was caught red-handed as it were. It was some local village girl.”
I shivered.
“Apparently something suspicious had happened to him before … but it hadn’t been proved. That was a pity. If it had been, that poor girl’s life might have been saved.”
“And he escaped?”
“Yes. He had a knife. They don’t know how he managed to have that. They think it must have been cleverly smuggled in to him. He attacked a warder with it. The poor man was badly hurt and is now slowly recovering. He got keys from him and just calmly walked out of the jail. They traced him to Carradon … not very far from here. Then they lost the trail and he disappeared into the blue.”
Oh no, Mama, I wanted to say. Into the pool.
“It was a nine days’ wonder. I think it is something the authorities would rather forget. But the press won’t let them … not until people get tired of the case. They do of course get tired of reading about chases that go on and on and never get anywhere. It’s rarely mentioned now. They accept the fact that this was one who got away. I think it is almost certain that he left the country.”
There was no need to worry, I thought. He will never be found. Ben is right. We have to forget. We did nothing wrong. He was a man who was going to die in any case and we had made it easier for him.
My mother went on: “Grace has been wonderful. She is more than a seamstress. She is an educated girl. I always think it is hard for those who have been brought up in a genteel family suddenly to be confronted with the need to earn a living. She dressed my hair the other night. She has quite a flair for it. Not that I need a lady’s maid. But when we go to London I always feel I could do with one. And she was wonderful … so wonderful when you were ill.”
“She seems such a pleasant woman.”
“I am so glad we were able to help her. She is so very grateful and can’t do enough for me.”
“It has been a case of casting your bread upon the waters.”
“I am glad to see you remember your Bible,” said my mother, lightly planting a kiss on my forehead.
When Grace came to see me she told me how pleased she was by my recovery.
“Praise be to God, you are on the mend now.”
“Thank you for what you did. My mother said you were very helpful.”
“It was the least I could do after all your kindness to me. I can’t tell you what a relief it is that you have been getting a little better every day.”
“I know I have been very ill.”
“You were indeed … apart from the fever. You seemed so distressed. You kept muttering to yourself. You mentioned the pool once or twice.”
I felt a sharp shock run through me. What had I said when I was delirious?
“Pool …?” I repeated foolishly.
“I suppose it was St Branok. Well, there was talk about it. The usual. People hearing the bells down there. Who ever heard of bells underwater?”
“Have they been saying they heard them … lately?”
“I did hear it mentioned once. Someone was going past at dusk and thought he heard the bells. It’s in their minds, if you ask me.”
“Yes, I expect so. There have always been people fancying they hear the bells.”
I changed the subject. I did not want to talk about the pool; but I was disconcerted that she had noticed my preoccupation with the place.
A few weeks had passed. I was out of my room now. I took walks round the garden. My hair was beginning to grow. It clustered round my head giving me the appearance of a boy; but my mother said she was sure it was growing very fast indeed. Everyone was so pleased when I came downstairs. I rode out with my father who would not let me go alone. Nor did I want to. I did not ride Glory now. She was in disgrace, poor creature, having been accused of throwing me. I muttered an apology to her and would have preferred to ride her, but they insisted that I did not. My father was anxious that I should not be overtired; so the rides were short.
There was news from London.
“They have all been so upset by your illness,” my mother told me. “Your Aunt Amaryllis has not let a week go by without writing. She is so delighted that you are getting better and always sends love and good wishes from them all.”
“Dear Aunt Amaryllis,” I said. “She is so good to everyone.”
“My mother always used to say that she sailed through life quite unaware of evil and therefore evil passed over her; and she never saw it even when it was very close to her.”
“It is a good way to live. But then if you don’t see evil how can you avoid it?”
“It is true. But Amaryllis is so good herself that she thinks everyone else is the same. So she sees no evil, hears no evil and speaks no evil. Therefore for her it does not exist.”
“It is wonderful for her but everyone cannot be like that.”
I wondered what she would have thought if she had been confronted by a murderer as I was at St Branok Pool.
Everything came back to that. I must stop myself brooding on it. I had to remember Ben’s instructions. “Tell yourself you fell from your horse when you were riding along the shore. Make yourself believe it.” But I could not make myself believe something which did not happen. Even Aunt Amaryllis would not have been able to do that.
My mother came to my bedroom. I had to rest in the afternoon—doctor’s orders—although it was not necessary to sleep unless I wanted to. My mother used to sit with me.
It was one of those occasions when she brought Aunt Amaryllis’ letter to read to me.
“Dear Annora,” she had written:
We are all so absolutely delighted that Angelet is recovering so well. Poor darling, what an ordeal for her. But she is young and healthy and I am sure will soon be quite well. We are longing to see her … and you all, of course. I was thinking that when she is a little stronger, Angelet might like to come up to London and stay for a while. It is not in the country, of course, but a change is always good. Do think about it. We’d love to have her … and you, of course. Peter joins in my good wishes and says he hopes Angelet will come to see us. He always had a soft spot for her, you know. He says she reminds him of Jessica of whom he was really very fond.
Benedict has left us, so we are missing him rather. Such a lively young man!
My mother smiled thinking, I was sure, how like Amaryllis it was to take the result of her husband’s youthful indiscretion to her heart.
He did enjoy his stay with you, but he was so upset about Angelet’s accident and illness. I gathered he was the one who was with her when it happened and that he brought her home. He seemed really unhappy about it, and he hated talking of it. It seemed to upset him.
Although he enjoyed being with you, I don’t think he wants to go into estate management. Peter thinks it would be too quiet a life for him. What do you think? He’s gone back to Australia. He has a project. You may not have heard of all the excitement there has been about the discovery of gold in Australia. Well, Benedict has gone back to find gold. He expects to come back a rich man.
Peter didn’t really want him to go. After all, he has only just found him, but he did not want to stand in his way. He said it was just the sort of thing he would have wanted to do himself when he was young. Peter thinks the chance of making a fortune from the Australian goldfields is a remote possibility—as all the good stuff must have been found long ago, but he thinks it will be good for the boy to have a try. He said he would regret it all his life if he didn’t go. He would imagine he had lost opportunities. So he has gone out there and we now await the return of the golden millionaire.
I suppose he is almost there by now. Benedict does not let the grass grow under his feet. Peter says he reminds him of himself when he was young—which is rather nice.
Well, don’t forget. We should be delighted to see Angelet and you in London to stay for a while. I am sure it would do her good.
With much love, Amaryllis
So Ben had gone away to a new country. I supposed that was the best way of forgetting. I felt a tinge of resentment, as though the burden of our secret had been left to me to bear. That was foolish. He had to make his fortune. He would come back.
And then I shall see him again, I thought. In the meantime I must keep our secret.
We did not go to London that year. I know my mother was very worried about me. I had changed so completely. The impulsive, rather garrulous girl had become a quiet, secretive one. It must have seemed strange that my illness should have changed my character. Sometimes I was on the verge of confessing for if they only knew what had happened to me they would understand.
But I was resilient and ebullient by nature and I gradually found myself forgetting my secret for long periods at a time. Then I would have a dream or something would remind me and memories would come back to me and I would revert once more to the quiet withdrawn girl.
I knew they were puzzled and was deeply touched by their concern for me.
Mrs. Penlock tut-tutted at the sight of me. “A beanpole, that’s what you are, Miss Angel. You want to get a bit of flesh on them bones of yours. I could make you a beautiful taddage pie. That’ud put some life into you, that would.”
I used to enjoy her taddage pies, made with young suckling pigs; but I had no desire for them now. She was always trying as she would say “to tempt me,” as though food was the cure for all ailments.
They were all very kind to me and when they saw my spirits lifted were so obviously pleased that I felt I must cast off my melancholy to please them.
In any case I was coming to terms with it.
We were getting very friendly with the Pencarrons who owned the tin mine close to the moor. They were a very old Cornish family and had originally come from somewhere near Land’s End. They had owned a mine there which had been worked out and that was why they had come to our neighborhood. They had acquired the mine which was now known as Pencarron Mine, and their house was Pencarron Manor. Since they had arrived some ten years before, they had become part of the community.
Morwenna was a quiet girl, rather serious; she suited my mood at that time; she did not ask questions and although she was a year older than I she would follow me. She was very good-natured and hardly ever ruffled her governess. Miss Derry was friendly with Miss Prentiss and they took pleasure in comparing their pupils. I was sure I suffered in the comparison.
Morwenna was a great help to me at that time. She was so undemanding. We used to ride together round the paddock. My mother did not want me to go out without her or my father, or at least a groom; that made me restive, but I was too listless to protest at that time.
One day my mother and I rode over to the Pencarrons’ to have lunch with the family—a fairly frequent occurrence. We were passing through the town as my mother wished to call on one of the old ladies in East Poldorey to take her some wools for her tapestry which my mother would have to buy when it was finished. We had quite a stack of this kind of work in one of the store rooms. My mother felt in duty bound to buy the wools and silks and then the finished product.
As we rode through the town young John Gort came running up to us. His grandfather, Jack Gort, had been one of the leading fishermen of his day and he was still to be seen on the quay supervising the family as to the best way of conducting the business they had inherited from him.
Young John looked rather anxious.
“What is it?” asked my mother.
“I’ve just been wondering, me lady,” he stammered, “about that there boat by the old boathouse.”
“Oh?” said my mother. “Why?”
“Well, ’tas been there for years and ’as no one wanted it like … I thought as how … if no one wanted it like … I thought as how …”
“You want it?” said my mother.
“Well, seeing as ’ow it ain’t used like.”
“You take it, John.”
“Oh, thank ’ee, me lady.”
He darted off.
“Do you know that old boat he was talking about?” asked my mother.
“I think I’ve seen an old one there at some time.”
“Well, he might as well make use of it then.”
And we rode on to Pencarron.
Grace Gilmore was often in my company. She was always pleased to do something for me. She would kneel at my feet, pins between her lips, turning up a hem, or make me stand on a chair to assure herself that she had got the length absolutely right; and I always had the impression that she was particularly interested in me—as indeed I was in her.
I was beginning to feel better. I was quite enjoying Mrs. Penlock’s muggety and lamby pies. My hair was growing. It was down to my shoulders, long enough to tie back with a ribbon. I no longer looked like a wraith. I was laughing more frequently and indulging in those daydreams in which I had played the central and heroic part. I was returning to normal.
I had not been to the pool since it happened and it was beginning to seem like a bad dream. Benedict had gone right out of my life. I was hurt about his going. I remembered vividly how he had said to me so vehemently, “I love you, Angel,” and I had replied that I loved him, too. And now he was on the other side of the world and perhaps I should never see him again. I should have thought he was running away from our terrible secret, but I could not believe that Benedict would ever run away from anything. No, he had gone to find gold … like the men in the story of the old Scat Bal. But I was left where it had all happened.
They were less careful of me now. I used to go off on my own. I even rode Glory again. She seemed glad to have me back. Horses are very intelligent and I wondered whether she knew she had been disgraced and wrongly accused.
“It had to be, Glory,” I whispered to her. “It was all part of the secret.” She seemed as though she understood. After all, she had seen it happen.
I must not think of it.
It was gone. It was past. It wasn’t the same as killing an ordinary man. I kept telling myself that he had been going to die in any case … far more horribly. It had just happened more quickly and easily than it would in the hands of the law. How often had I gone over and over that point.
One day, when my thoughts were running on these lines, I felt I had to exorcise the ghost which was haunting me. I had to go back to the pool. I had to see it again. I had to convince myself that I was cured of my guilt. I kept telling myself that I was not to blame. I would have been the victim. I had just helped to keep his death a secret and that had been the right thing to do. But I had to go to the pool. I had to convince myself that I was not afraid of it any more.
I rode over there. It was less than a mile from the house. I wanted to turn back but I would not allow myself to do so. I rode through the trees and there it was … glittering in the sunshine … still mysterious … just as it had been on that dreadful day.
I dismounted and tethered Glory to the same bush as I had on that other occasion.
I patted her head, wondering if she remembered. “Don’t fret,” I said, “I’ve just got to do this. It won’t be anything like that other time. And then we’ll think nothing of coming here.”
I walked down to the edge of the pool and stared into the still water. There were weeping willows hanging over it and some bedraggled-looking plant-life floated on the surface of the water. I wondered how many secrets besides mine it was hiding.
I continued to look into the water, fearing to see his face again. It was greenish brown, but now there was no trace of the pink which had once colored it.
I strained my ears. I half fancied I could hear the tinkle of bells—but it was the faint breeze ruffling the trees. How easy it was to fancy one heard music.
I closed my eyes trying to wipe out memories. I had been foolish to come. Oh no. This was the way to be reasonable. To say to oneself: There was nothing wrong about it. Ben had to do what he did. We both had to.
I opened my eyes. Silence and then … what it was, I was not sure, but I guessed I was not alone. I just felt a presence. I stood very still looking at the water. The movement came from behind. Someone was standing close to me.
I half expected to see him there … his ghost risen from the waters of the pool.
I turned sharply.
“Grace!” I cried in immense relief. “What are you doing here?”
“What are you, Miss Angelet? I saw you standing by the water, so quiet and still. I wondered if you could hear the bells.”
Relief swept over me. It was only Grace … not some grisly ghost … the murderer resurrected from the dead.
“I … I was just looking at the pool,” I said.
“You are very interested in the pool,” she replied.
“I suppose it is because of the bells. I’ve always been interested in things like that.”
She came close and looked at me intently.
“You talked of it … when you were ill. But come away. It’s damp and cold … an unhealthy place.”
“Yes,” I agreed.
I noticed that there was a baffled look on her face and I wondered what she was thinking. There was something eerie about the situation … the two of us standing there, as though we were both hiding something.
I said: “Did you walk here?”
“Yes. Then I saw you at the pool and I wondered what you were doing. I thought it might be damp and you’d catch a cold.”
I walked back to Glory, Grace beside me.
“You’ll go straight home, I suppose,” she said.
I nodded. “You too?”
“Yes. I must finish that petticoat for your mother.”
I mounted Glory and rode away.
I was glad I had been to the pool. I felt better after it. It was no longer a place to avoid. I was growing away from my memories. I no longer had to tell myself we were not to blame. I knew we were not. All we did was what had to be done and it was what was best in the circumstances. I should come to the pool again and again and next time I should not try to recall. I should simply forget.
When I look back I think it was rather strange how Grace Gilmore had become almost a member of the family. I liked to be with her. She intrigued me. I felt there was a part of her which I did not know. Subconsciously I wanted to find out about her; I think that was why she was rather exciting to me.
I talked to Morwenna Pencarron about her. “What do you think of Grace?” I asked.
“Oh, she’s very nice.” Most people were “very nice” in Morwenna’s opinion. She reminded me a little of Aunt Amaryllis.
“But do you think there is something different about her?” I persisted. “She doesn’t talk much about her past. Do you know where she comes from?”
“She comes from somewhere near Devon.”
“I know. But she never really talks.”
It was no use trying to explain to Morwenna.
My mother encouraged our friendship because she liked someone to be in charge of me when I went out; she knew my spirit and did not want to restrict it, but since what she thought of as my fall, she did like me to be in the company of an adult. In London I should never have been allowed to go out alone; but here, where everyone knew each other, it seemed safe. I had discovered that this was not always so.
So if Miss Prentiss or Miss Derry did not accompany us, it was usually Grace.
One day we went to the fair with her, Morwenna, Jack and I. I had always loved the fair. There were several of them—they were annual occasions, and the best of all was St Matthew’s Fair which was held on the first of October.
It was so full of life. People from the surrounding villages merged onto the place. There was noise and bustle everywhere. The horse and cattle dealers were there; one heard the continual lowing of cows and the grunting of pigs. There they would be in their pens while the fanners leaned over the rails and poked the pigs with sticks to see how fat they were and cast shrewd eyes over the lambs, the cows, the bullocks. But what I liked best were the stalls with their goods for sale: comfits, fairings, china jugs, cups and saucers, teapots, farm implements, clothing, saddles, ribbons, dresses, boots and shoes, pots and pans and even cloam ovens; and all the traders shouting their wares. Then there was the food; the constant smell of roasting meat, bread, potatoes in their jackets, sugar animals, hearts in pink sugary sweets with “I Love You” on them. There were the peep shows and the puppets, the marionettes, the dwarves, the fat woman, the bearded lady and the strong man; and of course the gypsies who would tell your fortune.
On this occasion Miss Prentiss had a headache and my mother asked Grace Gilmore if she would take us so that we should not be disappointed. She accepted with alacrity, and we set off.
We had a wonderful time roaming among the stalls. We visited two of the shows and marveled at the rippling muscles of the strong man and tried our hand at the hoopla; we bought slabs of hot gingerbread, eating it as we went along, which Grace was not sure we should have been allowed to do.
Jack assured her that people could do things at a fair which they could not do elsewhere. He was more excited than Morwenna and I were. I suppose we were a little blasé.
Fiddlers were playing and several people were dancing.
“The most exciting part is when it gets dark,” I said, “and then they light the flares.”
“Your mother will want you home long before that,” Grace told us.
“I should like to have my fortune told,” said Morwenna. “Ginny, our parlormaid, had hers told at Summercourt Fair. She is going to marry a rich man and travel overseas. It was a wonderful fortune.”
“How can they tell?” asked Jack.
“They can see into the future … and into the past,” Morwenna replied. “They can see all you’ve done. It’s all clear to them. It’s all in your hand, particularly if you’ve done something wicked. That’s easiest to see.”
Jack looked uneasy, but Morwenna clasped her hands and said: “Oh, I wish we could.”
I thought: It’s all very well for you. You have never done anything except cheat at lessons a bit … copying out something from a book which you’re supposed to know … taking a jam tart from the kitchen when the cook’s back is turned and saying you didn’t. Little sins … nothing like killing a man and hiding his body.
The pleasure of the fair had gone. That was how it was. Memory came up suddenly … as that man had come to the pool … and the pleasure in the day was spoilt.
I was glad when Grace said there was no time to have our fortunes told. She said: “We must start for home now.”
And we left the fair. As we walked away the sound of the fiddlers grew fainter but we could hear them singing:
Come lasses and lads
Get leave of your dads
And away to the maypole hie
For every he has got him a she
And a fiddler standing by …
Jack was disappointed at leaving the fair. He had expressed his displeasure and demanded to know why we could not stay. Grace explained that we must get back before dark. Jack never sulked for long and in a few minutes he was himself again. He had a very lovable nature.
The gypsy was sitting by the side of the road. She had a basket full of clothes pegs beside her and I was not sure whether she was coming from or going to the fair.
“Good day to ’ee, ladies and little gent,” she said.
“Good day,” we replied.
“How would you like the gypsy to give you a nice fortune?”
I heard Morwenna murmur: “Oh yes. Oh, Miss Gilmore, may I?”
Grace hesitated, but Morwenna turned such a happy face to her that she was unable to resist.
“All right then, dear. But we mustn’t stay long.”
“Cross the gypsy’s hand in silver,” said the woman.
Morwenna drew back. “Oh … I don’t think I have enough.” She produced some coins.
“Well, seeing as you be such a nice little lady, I’ll take what you’ve got. Wouldn’t want to disappoint a little love like you.”
Morwenna dimpled prettily and held out her hand.
“Oh, I see a long and happy life. You’re going to have great good fortune, you are. You’re going up to London to see the Queen … when you’re a little older, that is … and there you are going to find a rich husband and live happy ever after.”
It seemed very little for all the money Morwenna had left; and I knew she had wanted to buy a pink sugar mouse and had hesitated because she had thought it too costly. It was very likely that Morwenna might go up to London for a season when she grew older and the object would be to find a suitable husband for her.
She turned to me. “And you, me ’andsome. There’s a nice fortune for ’ee, I can see.”
She had taken my hand. I was terribly afraid. Was it written there? Was she seeing the pool and that inert body … those eyes staring at us as the head disappeared?
“Naught to be frightened at, lovey. ’Tis all fair and smiling for a little lass like you. You’re going to London, too. Perhaps you’ll go with your little …” She was trying to decide on our relationship and added: “… little companion.” Then I felt that if she didn’t know who Morwenna was she would not know about the pool.
Now she turned her attention to Grace.
“Life writes as it goes along,” she said. “There’ll be more to be seen, little lady, when you be a few years older. And now, my lady, it be your turn.” She had taken Grace’s hand.
“No,” said Grace, “I don’t think …”
The gypsy was looking at her intently. “Oh, there be trouble ’ere … deep sorrow …” Grace had turned pale. The woman went on: “I can see water … water between you and what you desire …”
I felt myself go limp with apprehension. It was clear to me that she had thought the fortunes of young girls—as she regarded Morwenna and me—were not worth telling. Little did she know! I had a vague idea how this fortune-telling was done. There was a good deal of chance in it, I had no doubt, but I did believe that flashes of truth occasionally emerged; and if something really violent had happened … it might be possible to detect it. I felt that she may have seen something in my hand which she could not explain. Who would have thought that a girl of my age could be involved in such an experience; and she was transferring it to Grace.
“You will be strong,” she was saying. “You will overcome.”
The gypsy seemed a little shaken. Her eyes were fixed on Grace’s face.
Grace withdrew her hand. “Well … thank you …”
“It’s trouble … trouble … but nature made you strong. You will overcome. All will be well. You’ll find happiness in the end.”
Grace opened her purse and gave the woman money.
“Come on,” she said. “We shall be late back and that will not do.”
The gypsy was silent. She slipped the money into her pocket and sat down.
We walked away.
“We should never have stopped,” said Grace. “It was a lot of nonsense.”
“It cost a lot of money,” commented Jack. “You could have bought six slices of gingerbread and a pink pig with what you gave her.”
“It was rather silly of us,” admitted Grace. Her voice was cold and her face looked different somehow.
She might say it was a lot of nonsense but I believed the gypsy had frightened her.
I looked over my shoulder. The woman was still seated by the side of the road staring after us.
I told my mother of the encounter.
“She promised Morwenna and me that we should go to London and find rich husbands.”
“You’ll have to go up for a season, but that’s some time away. And as to the rich husband … we’ll have to wait and see.”
“I think she rather upset Miss Gilmore. She talked about some trouble.”
“One doesn’t take any notice of them.”
“Not unless they tell you something nice.”
“That’s the idea,” said my mother, smiling. “By the way, soon we shall be going to London. I’ve been talking to Grace about new clothes. She says she could make them. I wonder if she could. One doesn’t want to look countrified. What passes here might look a little dowdy in London. But I thought we might give her a try with the blue linen. It’s just the color for you.”
Grace was very anxious to try with the linen. She came to my room with some patterns which she wanted to discuss with me, and she had the blue linen with her.
She said: “I thought we’d have a little piping round the sleeves … as it is in this pattern. Don’t you think that would look nice? I think a lightish brown … very light … would look effective.”
“Yes, perhaps,” I said. “I have a scarf which I think would be just the right color to match up with the blue. It will be in that drawer behind you.”
“May I?” she said, opening the drawer.
There was a short silence. She was staring at something in the drawer. She picked up the ring I had found at the pool. I had put it there when I came home and forgotten all about it.
“This gold ring …”she said. “Is it yours?”
I felt uneasiness gripping me as it always did when there was any reference to that day.
“Oh …” I stammered. I held out my hand for the ring. “I … I found it.”
“Found it? Where?”
“It … was when I had my accident. I remember it now. I picked it up without thinking.”
“On the beach?”
I did not answer. I ruffled my brows as though trying to remember … although I recalled perfectly well every detail of that fearful time.
“What? When you fell?”
“Y-yes … it must have been. I fell … and there was the ring.”
“On the beach,” she repeated. “And you picked it up then. Why?”
“I don’t know. I always pick up things. I suppose I do it without thinking … It’s difficult to remember … I must have seen the ring and picked it up and put it in my pocket.”
“It’s rather a nice one,” she said. “It is gold, I think. What are you going to do with it?”
“Oh … nothing.”
“You didn’t think of returning it to its owner.”
“I don’t know whose it is. I shouldn’t think any of the fishermen have a ring and it wouldn’t be theirs because they don’t come to that part of the beach. It might have been there a long time. Some visitor lost it I expect and it’s so long ago they’ve forgotten about it.”
“If you don’t want it … may I have it?”
“Of course.”
She slipped it onto the first finger of her right hand.
“This is the only one it fits,” she said.
I found the scarf and we set it side by side with the blue linen. But I was not really attending. It was incidents like that which shook me terribly and brought it all back to my memory.
Miss Gilmore seemed a little absent-minded too.
Grace Gilmore was quite a good horsewoman. My mother was constantly urging her to accompany me when I went riding.
“Angelet is so independent,” I heard her say. “She does love to ride off on her own. But I’d rather someone was with her.”
Grace Gilmore was nothing loath. There was little she seemed to like better than regarding herself as a member of the family.
We were riding along the beach one day when we came close to the boathouse. She pulled up suddenly.
“It must have been somewhere near here where you found the ring,” she said.
I nodded. I hated telling a lie, but it was necessary.
She was looking along the shore, past the boathouse to where the harbor was just visible. She took off the ring.
“Look at these initials inside it,” she said. “Did you notice?”
“No. I didn’t look at it … much. I just picked it up.”
“You weren’t in a fit state to examine it closely, I suppose.”
“No. I don’t know why I picked it up and put it in my pocket. Just force of habit, I expect. I wasn’t really thinking of it.”
“No, you wouldn’t at such a time. Do you see what the initials are?”
She handed me the ring. Engraved inside were the initials M.D. and W.B.
“I wonder who they are,” I said.
She took the ring from me. What a fool I had been to pick it up. If I tried to return it the people would want to know where I found it. It might well be that the owner of the ring had never been near the sea. Ben had talked of clues. This could be one of those. I wished that Grace had never found it. I would have thrown it away if I had remembered. I should have remembered. When one practiced deceit one had to be careful. Her next words made me shiver.
“Those initials M.D. What was the name of that man who escaped from Bodmin Jail?”
“I … er … I don’t remember.”
“It was Mervyn Duncarry, I’m sure. M.D. You see?”
“There could be lots of people with those initials.”
“He must have been here … on this beach. I feel certain it is his ring.”
“And who is W.B.?”
“Some woman I suppose who was fool enough to love him.”
She held the ring in the palm of her hand and then suddenly she flung it into the sea.
“I couldn’t wear the ring of a murderer, could I?”
“No,” I said vehemently, “of course you could not.”
She could not guess how relieved I was to see the end of that ring. It was what I had begun to see as a piece of incriminating evidence.
A Marriage in a Far Country
WE WERE GOING TO London to pay that long delayed visit to Uncle Peter and Aunt Amaryllis.
It was the year 1854 and I had now passed my twelfth birthday. There was a great deal of preparation, as there always was for these trips. Grace Gilmore had made a success of the blue linen and had made other dresses for me and for my mother.
Grace was really part of the household now. She had taken charge of my mother’s wardrobe, and was able to dress her hair for special occasions. She was no ordinary lady’s maid, of course. My mother had a real affection for her and was eager to help her in every way and Grace showed her gratitude by making herself almost indispensable to my mother.
“I don’t now how I managed before she came,” she used to say.
Grace was treated more and more like a member of the family. She was clever. There might have been revolution in the kitchen at such elevation of one who was in their eyes a mere servant, though an upper one. But Grace Gilmore was possessed of great tact. She always treated Mrs. Penlock and Watson as equals; and although they felt they should be given the respect due to the heads of the servant oligarchy, they did accept that Grace was outside the usual laws of protocol. She now had her meals with us. At first Watson was inclined to sniff at that, and we wondered whether the parlormaids would be allowed to serve her or whether she would be expected to help herself. My mother soon put an end to this nonsense and as Grace herself was the essence of tact, the situation was eased and finally accepted.
So Grace had become almost like a daughter of the household—and a very useful one.
She would travel with us—as one of us—but she insisted on lady’s maiding my mother; keeping an eye on our wardrobes; and she was helpful with Jack.
This hovering between upper and lower parts of the household might have presented a problem to a lesser person, but Grace dealt with it calmly and efficiently as she did all things.
We were greeted with great delight by Aunt Amaryllis, who scolded my mother for delaying so long. She embraced me and looked at me anxiously.
“My poor darling Angelet,” she said. “What a terrible accident that was! Well, you look quite healthy now, doesn’t she, Peter?”
Uncle Peter looked a little older, but the years only added to his distinction. He kissed me on both cheeks and said how pleased he was to see me.
“Matthew and Helena will be over with Jonnie and Geoffrey,” said Aunt Amaryllis. “When Jonnie knew you were coming he was so pleased. He is really very cross with you for staying away so long—so are we all.”
“It couldn’t be helped,” replied my mother. “Don’t think we did not miss our visits. But why didn’t you come to Cador?”
Aunt Amaryllis lifted her shoulders. “Peter has been so busy and we are all here … the whole family. It is so much better for you to come to London.”
“And this is Grace,” said my mother. “Grace Gilmore.”
“How do you do, Miss Gilmore. We are so pleased you came. We have heard so much about you.”
“You are all so kind,” murmured Grace.
“Now then … to your rooms. Luggage will be sent up … and dinner is at eight. Do come down when you are ready. Matthew and the family will be here at any minute.”
Grace helped my mother unpack and then came to me.
“What a lovely house!” she said.
“I’ve always been fascinated by it,” I told her. “And Aunt Amaryllis always gives me a room overlooking the river.”
She went to the window and looked out.
I stood beside her. “You can just see the new Houses of Parliament. They really are magnificent. Did you know the Queen opened the Victoria Tower and the Royal Gallery only two years ago; and she knighted the architect. It really is a wonderful sight when you look across the river.”
“It is a great pleasure for me to be in London. It was a very fortunate day when I walked into your garden.”
“I know we all share that view,” I told her.
It was wonderful to see the family, particularly Jonnie. There had always been a special friendship between us. He was four years older than I which had seemed a great deal when we were younger, but as we grew older the gap seemed to lessen. I had hero-worshiped Jonnie in those days but when Ben had come I had been rather fickle and transferred my adoration to him.
He took my hands and gave me that rather gentle smile which had always made me feel cherished.
“Why, how you’ve grown, Angelet. And you’ve been so ill. We were all so anxious about you.”
“I’m all right now, Jonnie. How are you getting on? Still concerned about all those old relics … still digging up the past?”
He nodded. “I’m getting completely immersed. There is a party going out to Greece next year. I’m hoping to go.”
“What are you hoping to find … a lost city?”
“That’s hoping for a lot. Generally it’s just dig … dig … and you’re lucky if you find a drinking vessel.”
“Oh, this is Miss Grace Gilmore,” I said as Grace appeared.
“How do you do?” said Jonnie. “I’ve heard so much of you. Aunt Annora has told us how good you have been to her.”
Grace laughed. “It is more she who has been good to me.”
She looked not so much pretty as interesting. She was elegant. Her sense of dress was perfect. Her clothes were simple and yet noticeable for that very reason. She wore a gown of a light biscuit color which toned with her hazel eyes; her smooth brown hair fell rather loosely over her ears and was caught in a knot at the nape of her neck. She was wearing a garnet brooch which my mother had given her—her only jewelry. Everything was plain but decidedly elegant.
Jonnie smiled at her. If he thought she was some sort of higher servant he would be especially gracious to her. Jonnie was that kind of person.
Ben had been so flamboyantly attractive that he had made me forget what a very delightful person Jonnie was.
Grace said: “I heard you are interested in archaeology. I’ve always been fascinated by things that belong to the past. What an exciting time you must have!”
“I have just been saying to Angelet that people imagine we are coming upon old treasures all the time. That, if one is lucky, is the experience of a lifetime.”
“I’d love to hear more about that.”
“Well, you’ll stay for a while and we shall meet again. There’s plenty of time for us.”
Matthew and Helena came in to welcome us and in turn were introduced to Grace. Geoffrey was growing up. He must be nearly fifteen by now.
“Peterkin and Frances will be coming,” announced Aunt Amaryllis. “I was determined to muster as many of the family as possible. It is such a long time since we have seen you all. I know it was due to Angelet’s accident and subsequent illness. … Well, all that is over now. It is wonderful to see her so blooming.”
In due course everyone was assembled and we were seated at the dinner table, Uncle Peter at one end, Aunt Amaryllis at the other.
There had been occasions in the past when I had sat at this table and I remembered the conversation. It always seemed to be dominated by Uncle Peter as far as I remembered and everyone deferred to him. There was a good deal of politics which I believed interested him more than anything else. Of course I had been very young then and my opportunities to listen had not been very frequent.
Now, of course, I was older but perhaps not yet of an age to take a great part in the discourse.
The talk at this time was about the situation between Russia and Turkey and the part England should play in it.
“Palmerston has the people with him,” said Uncle Peter.
“But is he right?” asked Matthew.
“I think war is wrong in any circumstances,” said Frances.
Frances was a very forthright woman, one of the few who would directly contradict Uncle Peter. For many years she had been running what was called a Mission in the East End of London; she had married Peterkin and they worked together. She was rather a plain woman, but attractive because of her vitality and enthusiasm; she was highly respected in many quarters because of the work she had done, and was doing, for the poor.
“My dear Frances,” said Uncle Peter, with a kindly but faintly condescending smile, “we all think war is wrong, but sometimes it is inevitable, and a prompt action in which a few suffer may prevent the deaths of thousands.”
“In my opinion,” went on Frances, “we should keep out of this.”
“I am inclined to agree,” said Matthew. Matthew was a reformer by nature. He had come into prominence with his book on Prison Reform and from that had stemmed his career in politics. Uncle Peter had been of inestimable help to his son-in-law; and Matthew never forgot that; he must have felt very strongly on this matter of war to express an adverse opinion.
Uncle Peter came in firmly. Lightly he might brush Frances aside, but he was really concerned about Matthew.
“My dear Matthew,” he said, “often it is necessary to take the long term view. You will never have the support of the people by a weak pacifist policy.”
“But if it is right …?”
Uncle Peter raised his eyebrows. “In politics we have to think what is best for the country. What is going to keep power in our hands? We cannot allow sentiment to play a part in our judgment. The people are even now turning against the Queen … and Albert is the villain-in-chief.”
“They are always against Albert,” said Frances.
“Yes, but they now think he and the Queen are considering their Russian relations rather than the country. The people want Palmerston and his gun-boat policy. You have to admit that it is not without its merits.”
I could see Matthew wavering. He would conform with Uncle Peter’s wishes. He always had. That was how he had got on. He had been made by Uncle Peter.
“The point is,” said my father, “is there going to be war?”
“I think it is almost certain. We shall have to go to Turkey’s aid. We shall have the French with us and we shall settle this matter very quickly and show the world that we are masters of it.”
“Aberdeen is against it,” said Matthew.
“Aberdeen is too weak. The people are clamoring for Palmerston. Mark my words, Palmerston will be back. We shall go to war. It is what the people want. Palmerston is the hero of the day.” He looked at Matthew sternly. “It is necessary to be on the winning side.”
So the conversation went on. Then we talked of Cornwall; and my father and Uncle Peter were in deep conversation about the estate. Aunt Amaryllis told us of the London scene, that she had recently been to the opera and that she hoped we would all go very soon.
But the talk did keep coming back to the possibility of war and that was really what was in everybody’s mind.
I lay in bed that night and thought about the evening. London always made an impact on me. It was not only the streets, which always seemed so alive in contrast to our country lanes. Perhaps it was the feeling that life here could never be dull. Something important was just about to happen, I always felt. That was probably the impression I had in this house and it was largely due to the impact of Uncle Peter’s personality.
Already I was aware of the impending disaster of war and I had seen opposite reactions to it; and what had impressed me was Uncle Peter’s control of Matthew, and as Matthew was one of those people who make our laws, I thought of Uncle Peter as a puppet master jerking his protégé in the way he must go. Matthew’s instincts were against war; but he was going to support it because Uncle Peter was jerking him.
It was so interesting that St Branok’s Pool seemed a long way away.
The days began to fly past. There was the visit to the opera which Aunt Amaryllis had promised us; we went riding in the Row; Jonnie was a constant companion. He had not yet completed his education but as he had decided to take up archaeology as a profession he would interrupt it to go to Greece for a period of practical study; and was at the moment preparing for it.
He usually spent his mornings in private study but in the afternoons he would be free and that was the time that he was in our company. I say our because Grace Gilmore seemed always to be with us.
In the mornings we often went shopping with my mother, Grace with us. Being in London, said my mother, gave us an opportunity to replenish our wardrobes. She and Grace liked to study the fashions in the shops and consult together. Grace was very knowledgeable about materials and styles.
Sometimes in the afternoon we rode in Rotten Row. It was not, of course, like riding at home. It was more like a parade; Jonnie, and occasionally Aunt Amaryllis, were with us and when they were they were constantly being greeted by people. Riding there was more like a social event.
I enjoyed very much walking in the Park which we did frequently. Jonnie or Geoffrey would accompany us. Sometimes we took Jack, who was wide-eyed with wonder at everything he saw and asked interminable questions.
The best times of all were with Jonnie and Grace. She and Jonnie had taken quite a liking to each other. She was so interested in everything and she asked all sorts of intelligent questions about archaeology; he had lent her books on the subject.
I used to love to sit by the Serpentine in blissful forgetfulness of that terrible day which during the visit to London seemed so far from what I thought of as the scene of the crime. It had faded into the past and was of far less significance than it had been in Cornwall.
There was one day, I remember, when we talked of Ben, that brought it back a little, for I had not seen Ben since it happened. I had been aware of him at my bedside, I supposed, but that was all.
“You remember Benedict, Angelet,” said Jonnie one day.
“Oh yes, I remember him.”
“Of course you do. Do you know, Miss Gilmore, I was quite jealous of Benedict at one time. Angelet used to be my particular friend and when he came along she completely forgot me.”
“Who is he exactly?” asked Grace. “I know he was at Cador for a while but I was never quite sure.”
“He took a bit of explaining,” said Jonnie. “He’s my grandfather’s grandson. I suppose that makes him a cousin. What complicated relationships we have in our family.”
“Perhaps that’s why you are rather complicated people,” said Grace.
“That must be the answer. Do you know, I never thought of that.”
“I wonder if he has found gold and become rich,” I said.
Jonnie said to Grace: “That was what he went to Australia to find. Gold! Do you remember some time ago there was a great deal of comment about the goldfields of Australia. A place called Ballarat, I believe. Well, Benedict just thought he would like a share of it and he went in search of his fortune.”
“I expect if he had found gold he would have been delighted to let us know,” I said.
“Yes, I’m sure of that, too,” agreed Jonnie. “Benedict was not one to hide his light under a bushel.”
I wished they wouldn’t talk of him. They were bringing it all back to me again.
“Perhaps he is having a hard time,” I suggested.
“Well, I should think it is not a very easy life … until one strikes gold.”
“He sounds a very interesting young man,” said Grace. “I remember him only slightly.”
“He is rather overpowering, wouldn’t you say, Angelet,” said Jonnie. “In fact he is very much like my grandfather.”
“I see what you mean,” said Grace. “Tell me, when are you planning to go to Greece?”
“Next spring, I think.”
“How very exciting! I think it must be one of the most thrilling things one can do … to discover the past, for that is what it is.”
“Exactly,” agreed Jonnie. “Then I hope to get to Pompeii. I feel there is a good deal to discover there. People have explored a little. I have been there once … two years ago. They have worked on it … spasmodically. There is no system, though. I believe work on it would be very rewarding.”
“How fascinating,” cried Grace rapturously. “It was the volcano which erupted, wasn’t it?”
“Yes, but there was a series of earthquakes before that. It was the shocks which set Vesuvius erupting and sending out those ashes and hot stones pelting down on the cities and utterly destroying them.”
Grace shivered. “It makes you realize how uncertain life is.”
“It does indeed. Well, I intend to get out there and work. I shall do everything I can to make that possible. There is so much to do, I am sure we can uncover a whole city.”
“How did they know there was a city there?” I asked.
“The walls of the amphitheater marked the spot, but it was just a lot of hardened mud with sparse grass on it … enough though to show that there had been a city there. As far back as the sixteenth century they came upon ancient buildings. There have been excavations but they have never been carried out in a scientific way. It’s time they were. Then Heaven knows what treasures we shall uncover.”
“I think it must be a wonderful profession,” said Grace enthusiastically. “I’d love to be concerned in it.”
“It’s hard work … digging and all that.”
“I’m strong.”
“I tell you what; I’ll lend you some more books.”
“Oh will you?”
“Of course.”
He did and soon they were involved in intelligent discussions and I felt rather left out. It was the first time I had been made aware that I was still a child and Jonnie and Grace were adults. She must have been four or possibly five years older than he was. I liked Grace very much but I did wish that she was not always present when we went on our rides and walks. I also wished that she were not quite so clever; she seemed to have acquired quite an understanding of archaeology which she had certainly not had when she came to London.
I remember one day when we were walking back to the house we encountered a band of men walking along carrying banners. We stood watching them. They were singing something. It was hard to decipher but Jonnie translated for me. It was:
You jolly old Turk, now go to work
And show the Bear your power.
It is rumored over Britain’s Isle
That A is in the Tower
“What does it mean?” I asked.
“Well,” said Jonnie, “the people are all for war. People always are if the war is taking place elsewhere. They like to hear of the glory but they would certainly not want to suffer the discomforts. This war is far away. Therefore they are all for it. Palmerston is all for making England the greatest power in the world. If anyone utters the mildest word against us he sends out the gunboats to parade along their coasts, to show them our power. The people like it. They love Old Pam as they call him. He’s colorful. Of course he’s very old now, but in his youth he was a rake. I believe he may still be. Funnily enough the people like that. They don’t want a good man; they want a colorful one. Poor old Aberdeen, with his pacific policies, is dull. The fact is the people are blaming the Queen and Prince Albert for our reluctance to go to war. It is quite unfair. They say the Russians are the Queen’s relations and she cares more for them than for England. But they prefer to blame Albert, so they are calling him Traitor.”
“And he is the A who is rumored to be in the Tower?” said Grace.
“That’s so. But it is all nonsense. Albert is by no means a prisoner. But I daresay war will be declared on Russia sooner or later.”
The next day an article appeared in The Morning Post written by Mr. Gladstone setting out the Prince’s virtues and commenting on the folly of blaming him. John Russell and Benjamin Disraeli made speeches about him in the Houses of Parliament—the latter’s was brilliant; and this with Mr. Gladstone’s article made a deep impression on the people.
And still the threat of war hung in the air.
An ultimatum was sent to Russia to the effect that if they did not return the Danube principalities which they had annexed we should declare war.
When no answer was received, there was only one action the government could take.
We were at war with Russia.
It was amazing how quickly people’s views could change. Matthew was now in full agreement with the declaration. This was probably due to Uncle Peter’s influence. But Jonnie, too, had changed his mind. He was now for teaching the Russians a lesson, and saving little Turkey from the bully.
War fever swept over the country. It would all be over in a few weeks, they said. The Russians would soon see what happened to those who thought they could bully their neighbors.
They would find they had to face the wrath of powerful Britain.
That was April and in May we returned to Cornwall. Life settled down to normality. There was little talk down there about the tension between Turkey and Russia. It was all a matter of whether there would be a good harvest this year and whether the rain would keep off until Midsummer’s Eve.
The rain did keep off for that important occasion and as if to make up for it it began to pour; and as often in Cornwall, as Mrs. Penlock said, once it started it did not know how to stop.
There was speculation as to whether the Tamar would overflow its banks; and the possibility of high tides was considered with some apprehension. Some of the fields were flooded and there was consternation among the farmers.
Then one day I heard disquietening news.
The Pencarrons were coming to dinner and my mother had asked me to go down to remind Mrs. Penlock that Mr. Pencarron could not take any dish with pilchards in it. Mrs. Penlock was very fond of starting a meal with a special dish of which she was very proud and even when my mother had not suggested it, she had a habit of slipping it in. The fish was served with oil and lemon and some ingredient which Mrs. Penlock would not divulge. “Fair Maids” was what she called it which, I had discovered, was her version of Fumadoe—which meant “Fit for a Spanish Don,” and reminded us that there was a certain Spanish element in the Duchy after the defeat of the Spanish Armada when the galleons had been wrecked along our coast and many Spaniards found refuge here.
When I arrived in the kitchen a great deal of excited talk was going on.
Mrs. Penlock was saying: “Stands to reason. People don’t invent such things. They’m handed down … generation to generation. I reckon ’tis true then and some ’as heard them bells.”
I felt that twinge of fear which I always had when people referred to the pool.
“Truth in what?” I demanded.
“ ’Tis all this rain we’m ’aving. That there pool … St Branok’s you know. ’Tas overflowed. Well, stands to reason … all this rain. ’Tas washed away the soil and they do say ’tis true. There be the remains of an old monastery … bits of rock and things sticking out of the ground. They’m saying you can see it … clear as daylight … and it’s a wall … an old stone wall.”
“You mean … right there by the pool?”
“That’s where I do mean. It be all this rain … loosens the soil, it do. And there be this bit of a wall, they do say. ’Tis unmistakable.”
I told her about the pilchards.
“There’s some as don’t know what’s good for ’em,” she grumbled. “I do reckon them Fair Maids be a real and proper way to start a meal. Gives you appetite, they do say, and they’m right. No bones about it.”
“Well, not for Mr. Pencarron.”
I wanted to ask her more about the pool but I was afraid to; and as soon as I could I rode out there.
The ground was very wet and soggy. I saw two people standing close to the water and recognized one as John Gurney, the other was his son. They farmed on the Cador estate.
I rode up to them.
“I have heard that a wall has been exposed,” I said.
“ ’Tis all this flooding, Miss Angelet. No good to the crops …”
“They are saying there really is a monastery here.”
“It seems they’m right. This here’s a wall.”
“Is it really?”
“Could well be, Miss Angelet. Not much of it to see … just enough to show it might have been. Look, ’tis over there.”
I shivered. I wondered if there was any sign of blood on the stone. It was there that he had fallen and struck his head. Foolish thought! The rain would have washed it away even before the last deluge.
I walked Glory over and looked at it. I couldn’t help but see him in my mind’s eye. I glanced across to the pool. It was swollen and the water was dribbling beyond that spot where we had stood by the willows and let him slip down to his watery grave.
I turned back to the men.
“I suppose all sorts of things could be brought up on the water?”
They looked puzzled. “Things that may have fallen in,” I said.
“Oh no, Miss Angelet. Reckon anything that went in would go right down to the bottom.”
“They say it’s bottomless.”
“Must have a bottom somewhere, Miss Angelet.”
“But they did say …”
“Well, them bells ’as got to rest somewhere, ’asn’t ’em?”
They laughed.
“I reckon there’ll be some as ’ull be hearing ’em after this,” said John Gurney.
“You can bet your life on that,” said his son.
I rode back. It was foolish to worry but anything connected with the pool made me uneasy, and I supposed it would as long as I lived.
I was amazed when a letter came from Jonnie to my mother. When I went down to breakfast she was reading it.
“Good morning, Angelet,” she said. “This is from Jonnie. He wants to come down.”
“That will be nice,” I said.
“He wants to bring a friend.” She glanced at the letter. “Gervaise Mandeville. They’ve been studying together. So I suppose he’s an archaeologist as well. Shall I read to you what he says?”
“Please do,” I replied.
“ ‘We’re so excited about this find at the pool. It sounds quite fascinating. We should love to come down. I am referring to a friend. He’s very enthusiastic and if I could bring him with me, it would be wonderful. Ever since Miss Gilmore wrote about the exposed wall, I was eager to come and see it. Could you put up with us both? We could of course stay at the inn if it wasn’t convenient. …’ ”
My mother looked at me. “What nonsense! As if we would let them stay at the inn. Of course they will come here.”
“He’s quickly learned about the discovery of the pool,” I said.
“He and Grace have been writing to each other. Naturally she would tell him such a piece of news.”
I felt a certain resentment. It was foolish. Why should they not write to each other?
“I suppose she thought he’d be particularly interested in that sort of thing,” said my mother. “And she was right. He’s hoping to unearth a monastery.” She added lightly: “He’ll be wanting to get down to the bottom of the pool to see if there are any bells there.”
I could not share her lightness though I tried to pretend to.
And this friendship with Grace? He had not written to me. Of course she had shown a marked interest in his archaeology. It must be due to that.
A few weeks later they arrived.
Jonnie embraced me warmly. He was full of enthusiasm. “And this is Gervaise … Gervaise Mandeville,” he said.
Gervaise was very good-looking, tall with blond hair and blue eyes. He seemed to be laughing all the time—even when one would expect him to be serious. It was as though he found everything a joke and such was his personality that when one was with him, one felt the same. I liked him from the moment I saw him. He was not so intense as Jonnie, although he was excited at the prospect of discovering a monastery—but even that seemed like a joke to him—as everything else was.
Having visitors from London was always refreshing. We were rather cut off from affairs in the country and the first night at supper we seemed to be catching up with what was happening in the outside world.
The war was by no means over. The Russians had not, contrary to the expectations of the people in the streets, given up as soon as they knew the British were on the way.
“It looks,” said Jonnie, “as though it might go on for a long time.”
He was very sad about it.
“Some people think we should never have gone into it.”
“Peterkin and Frances and Matthew do, I know,” I said.
“Peterkin and Frances certainly. Matthew has swung right round. He has made some stirring speeches in the House.”
I smiled thinking of Uncle Peter jerking his puppet.
Gervaise said lightly: “I’d give it another three months. Then we must win … if only to oblige me. I have a bet on with Douglas.”
“Gervaise likes a gamble,” Jonnie explained to us. “And Tom Douglas is as bad as he is. When the two of them get together they’ll wager on how many cabs they’ll see on the way to the club. I’ve seen them watching raindrops falling down a window … urging the particular one they have put their money on to move faster … as though it were a horse in a race.”
Gervaise grinned. “It brings an added zest to life,” he explained.
Grace was full of information about the discovery at the pool and she could talk knowledgeably on the subject. I wondered how interested she really was and whether she was doing this to please Jonnie.
They talked enthusiastically of what they were going to do.
“I suppose,” said Jonnie, “if we’re going to dig we have to get permission from the owner.”
My father smiled. “The Cador estate extends to the pool. It’s all Cador land.”
Jonnie beamed. “So all we have to do is ask you and Aunt Annora.”
“Exactly,” replied my father.
“And have we your permission?”
“I can only say,” said my father, “that I should be most interested to know if it is really the site of an old monastery.”
“Hurrah!” cried Gervaise. “We can go ahead.”
Grace said: “Shall I be allowed on the site?”
Jonnie turned to her beaming with pleasure. “I should be put out if you were not there.”
“I daresay you would like to be there, Angelet,” said my mother.
Jonnie smiled at me. “Of course,” he said. “You must come and help, Angelet.”
I felt very pleased that he obviously wanted me to go.
“We shall make the place famous,” said Gervaise. “Imagine the press. ‘Great Find by Students. Jon Hume and Gervaise Mandeville have outclassed the experts. Hitherto unsuspected monastery has been excavated from remote part of Cornwall …’ ”
“It was not unsuspected,” I reminded them. “People have been saying they heard the monastery bells for ages.”
“Ah, the Bells of St Branok! That will fascinate people. … We ought to have some bells rung … just to create the right atmosphere.”
“The bells,” said my mother, “are supposed to herald a disaster.”
“That makes it all the more exciting.”
“Heralded disasters often come to pass,” I said, “because people expect them to.”
“She is a wise woman, this daughter of yours,” said Gervaise, smiling warmly at me. “I’m all eagerness to get to work. Jon, I wager you twenty pounds that we’ve got that wall uncovered within a week.”
“I’m not the betting man you are,” said Jonnie. “I’ll wait and see.”
The next day they inspected the site. I went with them—so did Grace.
The place seemed to have lost its eeriness. It was only when I was there alone that the atmosphere seemed to envelop me. They inspected the jutting stone on which that man had cut his head.
“Yes,” said Jonnie, “it’s part of a wall. We’ll have to start digging here.”
He walked down to the pool, examining the water.
“I reckon,” he said, “that this was once a fishpond. They always had fishponds in their monasteries. They provided food for the monks.”
“We’ll try to fish,” said Gervaise. “Ten pounds for the first one who makes a catch.”
“Be serious,” said Jonnie. “Any fish in that pool would have been poisoned long ago. Heaven alone knows what has gone down into that water over the years.”
“Well, it will be fun to try. Let’s say a tenner for the first one who brings up anything at all. It might not be a fish. Angelet is looking disapproving. I’m sorry, Angelet. I’m really a very serious character under my skin.”
He smiled at me so charmingly that I wished I could tell him what I was thinking. I was sure he would have made some light-hearted comment and made me feel that I was worrying unduly.
That very afternoon they started to dig. They had brought the necessary equipment with them and they wore what they called working gear. My parents were very amused by them.
There was a great deal of comment throughout the neighborhood and it was largely critical. Mrs. Penlock expressed the general feeling.
“ ’Tain’t natural,” she said. “If it was meant to have been seen it would have been. If the good Lord sees fit to cover it up, that’s how He wants it.” I knew it was serious when the good Lord was brought in. His name implied that it was a question of right and wrong, and on such occasions Mrs. Penlock and the Lord were always together on the right side.
So I gathered that the exploration was unpopular.
“If it were meant to be discovered,” said Mrs. Penlock to me, “it would never have been covered up.”
“But it has been covered up, over the years. People have to discover these things. It teaches things about the past. People want to know and the Lord helps those who help themselves, remember.”
“ ’Tain’t natural,” was all she would say.
Protests came vociferously from one quarter. This was from old Stubbs. He lived in the cottage near the pool. He and his daughter Jenny were a strange pair. They had lived alone since Stubbs’ wife had died. She had been a kind of white witch who grew herbs and was said to be able to cure all sorts of ailments. Jenny Stubbs was as Mrs. Penlock said “Not all there.” She was in fact a little simple. She would go about crooning to herself, but she would be on the quay when the catch came in, picking up any fish that was thrown aside because it was not up to standard. I had seen her once or twice gathering limpets and snails. She made a broth of them, I believe.
They lived a hermit-like existence. Old Stubbs was said to be a footling which meant that he had been born feet first and therefore had special powers. He did occasional work, like clipping hedges; and my father had allowed the family to go on living in the cottage.
We were there, with Jonnie and Gervaise digging and Grace and I fetching and carrying, when the old man suddenly appeared. His eyes were wild, his hair unkempt.
He said: “Lay down them shovels. What be doing on our land?”
Gervaise smiled charmingly. “We are exploring and we have permission to do so.”
“Get off our land or ’twill be the worse for ’ee.”
“Really,” began Jonnie. “I don’t see what right …”
“This land ain’t meant to be disturbed. There’s people that don’t want it and won’t have it.”
“Why there’s no one here.”
The old man looked crafty. “They be ’ere … but you can’t see ’em.”
Jonnie was exasperated. Gervaise of course thought it was a joke; but nothing concerned with this place could be a joke to me.
“This land belongs to the dead,” said old Stubbs. “Woe to them as worries the dead.”
“I should have thought,” said Gervaise, “that they would have liked us to find their buried monastery.”
“You’m worrying the dead. ’Tain’t right. ’Tain’t proper. You go away from ’ere. Go back to your big city. That’s where you belong to be. No good will come of this I promise ’ee.”
With that he shook his fist and hobbled away.
“What an interesting character!” said Gervaise.
I told him about their cottage nearby and how he and his daughter scratched a living from the soil.
Gervaise was quite interested but Jonnie wanted to get on with the dig.
For three days they worked, but knowing the people well, we in the family were aware that there was general disapproval of the excavations.
“It’s so silly,” said my father. “Why shouldn’t we know if there was really a monastery there? Why all this objection?”
“You know how the people hate change,” my mother reminded him.
“But this is not going to change anything in their lives. I’d like to know how the story got about that there was a monastery there.”
“You don’t propose to drag the pool, do you?” said my mother.
“I hardly think that would be possible. But it would be nice to know that at least the monastery was there.”
What followed was inevitable.
A groom, exercising one of the horses, passed the site. It was dark, and he distinctly heard the sound of bells. They were coming, he thought, from the bottom of the pool.
Then there was talk of nothing but the bells.
They rang, didn’t they, when disaster was threatened? Someone had displeased God and you didn’t have to look far to see who that was. Dead folks didn’t want to be disturbed and it was reckoned that “all they monks at the bottom of the pool don’t take kind-like to people coming up from London and starting to dig all round their resting place.”
People were saying they heard the bells and it was always at dusk.
Two weeks had passed and I think that even Jonnie was beginning to realize that it was no use going on. They had uncovered what could be part of a stone wall. It might have been an old cottage. There was nothing to show that it was part of a monastery.
“We should need to have special equipment,” said Jonnie. “We’d have to go down a long way …”
“And possibly find nothing,” added my father.
“What a pity!” said Grace. “I am so sorry. It was my fault. I shouldn’t have mentioned it.”
“Oh no,” cried Jonnie. “It was the greatest fun, wasn’t it, Gervaise?”
Gervaise said that he was satisfied. He had found new friends which was far better than an old monastery.
“Charmingly said,” replied my mother. “But I know you are disappointed. Never mind. Perhaps Pompeii will be more rewarding.”
“Well, we shall certainly find something there,” said Jonnie.
There had been some talk of our going back with him and staying in London for a while, but my father said he could not go for there were all sorts of problems to be dealt with on the estate.
I was disappointed, but relieved that they had stopped digging, and the recent activity at the pool had made me feel that I wanted to escape for a while.
“Angelet does so love London,” said my mother. “I don’t see why you shouldn’t go, darling. Grace could go with you.”
Grace said: “Oh, that would be wonderful.”
So it was arranged.
It was the day before we were to leave when Gervaise said to me: “I want to take one last look at the site. Will you come with me, Angelet?”
“Why do you want to look at it?” I asked.
“I just have the fancy to. I tell you what. We’ll go at dusk. There won’t be anyone there. That is the witching hour.”
I shivered.
“Come,” he said. “I know the place fascinates you. It does me too.” He added: “You’ll be safe with me.”
We rode out together and he had arranged it so that we reached the pool just as the light was beginning to fade.
“We haven’t improved the countryside, have we?” he said, looking ruefully at the piece of wall with the heaped soil about it.
“Never mind,” I said. “I believe it is the fate of many archaeologists.”
“Well, if you didn’t look you would never find, and it has been a lot of fun being here.”
“Even though you failed?”
“I don’t look on it as failure because I have found some new friends. And now you are coming back to London with us.”
“I’m pleased about that.”
“Listen,” he said. “Listen to the silence.”
How eerie it was! But perhaps it was memories which made it so. The water was just visible in the darkness. There was the faintest breeze which ruffled the grass, and now and then broke the silence with a gentle moan.
“I can understand people’s building up legends about this place,” said Gervaise. “Did you come here often?”
“No … not now.”
“Listen …”
There it was … faint in the stillness of the air but unmistakable. It was like the tolling of a bell.
I turned to look at Gervaise. Had he heard it too? His expression told me that he had. Blank amazement showed on his face. He was staring at the pool. There it was again. The distinct tolling of a bell.
He said: “You’ve gone quite pale. Do you feel all right? There must be a church somewhere near.”
“You couldn’t possibly hear church bells here.”
“How then …?”
I shook my head.
“It can’t be …” he began.
There was silence between us. We stood very still straining our ears, but there was only silence.
“Don’t be scared,” he said. “There must be an explanation.”
“They seemed to come from the pool.”
“Impossible.”
“Then where?”
“Let’s look at it like this. We came here to hear them.”
“Did we?”
“Yes, I think that was in our minds. We were expecting to hear them … so we imagined we did.”
“Both of us … at the same time?”
“It must be so.”
He started towards the pool. I hesitated. “Come on,” he said, taking my arm. “We’ll go right up to it and listen … hard.”
I followed him. We were so close now that another step would have taken us into the dark water.
He shouted: “Who’s there? Play the bells again.”
His voice echoed back. It was uncanny.
But there was no sound at all except the faint noise made by the wind in the grass.
“It’s chilly here,” he said. “Let’s get back.”
After we had left the pool he did not speak for some time.
Then he said: “We imagined it.”
But he knew, and I knew, that that was not so.
When we arrived in London I noticed at once that the mood of euphoria about the war had changed considerably.
There had been no speedy conclusion; news had arrived of a cholera epidemic which had been responsible for the death of many of our men. Everyone was talking about William Howard Russell who was sending home disturbing articles which appeared in The Times. Men were dying of diseases and there was a lack of medical supplies to deal with the epidemic. There was chaos, little organization; and this was an enemy more formidable than the Russians. The war was ugly and frustrating—not the glorious road to victory which so many had been led to expect.
British and French armies had won the battle of Alma and hopes revived for a speedy conclusion to the war but those articles in The Times were more disturbing than ever.
There was talk of little else but the war. It seemed to me that everyone knew what should be done. Palmerston should have been brought in earlier; his advice should have been taken. If it had been, the war could have been averted. Palmerston was the hero of the day and war fever was rampant.
I noticed how thoughtful Jonnie had become. He was deeply concerned about news and studied the papers avidly.
Once when we were out we saw soldiers marching on their way to the wharf where they would embark for the Crimea. The people cheered them; bands were playing and they looked magnificent.
Then we went into the Park and sat on a seat watching the ducks on the Serpentine.
“It’s a righteous war,” said Jonnie. “We cannot allow one nation to subdue another just because it is strong and the other weak.”
Grace said that those men were heroes to go into an unknown country and fight for the right.
We walked home in a somewhat somber mood. I thought Jonnie had something on his mind. I wished that he would confide in me and wondered whether he had in Grace.
I had to conquer a smoldering resentment because he really did take more notice of Grace than of me; and not so long ago we had been such friends. He had once implied that he was a little piqued because I seemed to transfer my affection from him to Benedict Lansdon. He had spoken jestingly, of course, but I wondered if he had meant it … just a little. Now I felt the same about him and Grace. Of course she was older than I … older than us both … and she had read so much of archaeology since she had known Jonnie that she could talk to him almost as a fellow student would have done.
I did not see Jonnie all the next day and on the following one he told us what had been on his mind.
He made the announcement just before we went in to dinner. Helena looked very solemn and so did Matthew.
“I have joined the army,” said Jonnie. “We don’t have to do much training. There isn’t time. I expect I shall be leaving soon for the Crimea.”
Jonnie’s action aroused a great storm in the family. Helena was very worried and tried to persuade him to change his mind; Geoffrey was resentful because he was not old enough to do the same. I think his father, in his heart, agreed with Helena, but Uncle Peter saw how the situation could be turned to advantage. There had been hints, in pacific circles, that those who were eagerly clamoring for war were not those who would have to go and fight it. But here was a prominent politician whose son had volunteered. He was a student studying archaeology but as soon as he understood his country’s need he had rallied to the flag.
“This will do infinite good,” said Uncle Peter soothingly. “The war will soon be over. Perhaps before Jonnie gets out there.”
Even so the Russell reports did not echo that view. There was an outcry in Parliament and throughout the country. Something would have to be done.
Then we began to hear a great deal about a lady called Florence Nightingale. Uncle Peter and Aunt Amaryllis knew her family fairly well. They had always thought that Florence was a difficult girl who had caused her parents some concern because she would not do what every girl was expected to do—make a good marriage and settle cozily into society. Florence had all the necessary accomplishments; she was handsome and intelligent, charming and attractive to the opposite sex. But she had a passion for nursing. How ridiculous! they said. Nursing was not for ladies. It was the sort of work people did when they could find no other employment. It was rather like the drifters and ne’er-do-wells who went into the army. Only this comparison was not stressed now for the drifters and ne’er-do-wells had been miraculously turned into heroes.
But now those who had ignored Miss Nightingale began to notice her.
“I heard,” said Uncle Peter, “that Miss Nightingale is being taken very seriously at last. Sydney Herbert is most impressed. They realize the need for good nurses out there. She is suggesting taking a group of women out there … women whom she will train. It is an important step forward.”
Jonnie looked splendid in uniform. We were all very proud of him, but, of course, with each passing day, his departure grew nearer.
Then a strange thing happened.
Lord John Milward, of whom I had never heard before, died. There was a column in the paper about him. He had suffered an attack of the dreaded typhoid fever which had in a very short time proved fatal.
I had not thought that this could affect us at all. That was because at that time I was ignorant of the family history. Lord John Milward had left quite a large sum of money to Jonnie.
Jonnie was astonished and then suddenly he seemed to accept it.
It was some time later when I learned the truth.
Lord John Milward was, in fact, Jonnie’s father and not Matthew Hume, as I had always been led to suppose—and so had Jonnie himself.
Apparently when she was very young, Helena had been engaged to John Milward; there had been a scandal involving Uncle Peter and his nightclubs and the Milward family had insisted that the engagement be broken off.
My grandmother and grandfather Jake Cadorson, who had been visiting Australia to look after some property which Jake had acquired after his sentence had expired, took Helena with them. My mother was there too. Helena was at this time pregnant and my grandparents helped her over a difficult time. Jonnie was born in Australia. Matthew Hume had been on the ship taking them out; he was going to get material for his book on prisons—transportation being an important part of it—and there he met Helena and married her; and Jonnie had always thought that he was Matthew’s son.
John Milward however did not forget his son and thus it was that Jonnie was on the point of becoming a rich man.
He said his new affluence would be of great use in his work and everyone was very pleased for him. I did love Jonnie; he had been a hero of my childhood. I was sorry that I had for a time allowed Ben Lansdon to usurp his place in my heart. Jonnie was gentle and reliable; Ben was powerful and exciting. Ben had gone away and left me with our secret. I wondered how Jonnie would have behaved. Jonnie would never have been in such a situation. He would never have thought of hiding the body in the pool.
But Shakespeare said that comparisons were odious; and how right he was.
Then came another bombshell.
Grace came to me one day and said she must talk to me.
She said: “I wish your mother were here. I am sure she would understand. But I want you to explain to her.”
I was mystified.
“I’ve made a decision,” she said. “If they will have me I am going to Scutari.”
“To Scutari!” I cried. “But how?”
“With Miss Nightingale’s nurses. I have been along to see about it today. They will let me know if I am accepted. I feel sure I shall be. They told me it was almost a certainty. They do not get many educated young women and these are the sort that are wanted.”
“But you are not a nurse.”
“Nor are most of the others. In fact there are no real nurses anywhere. The hospitals are full of incompetent people who take to nursing because they cannot get work elsewhere. I’ve been talking to people. I want to go, Angelet. Please explain to your mother. It seems so ungrateful to leave like this, but I always felt she took me in out of charity and created work for me so that I should not feel I was imposing.”
“Oh nonsense, Grace. My mother is fond of you.”
“I feel that and it makes me unhappy. I am very fond of her … and you and everyone at Cador.”
“I wish I could come.”
“Your mother will be glad you are too young. I imagine it will not be the most comfortable way of living … but I want to do it. Seeing Jonnie in his uniform … Angelet, please do not say anything to anyone until I am sure of being accepted.”
I promised I would not; but in a few days she heard that her application was successful.
Everyone was astounded, but they applauded her enterprise and bravery. Jonnie was overcome with admiration for her and again I felt that twinge of jealousy.
“I would have gone if I had been old enough,” I said.
Jonnie gave me that loving smile of his and said: “I know you would.”
Grace received her uniform—not the most glamorous of costumes. There was a gray tweed dress and jacket of worsted of the same color, with a white cap and a woolen cape.
“You just have to take the nearest that fits,” explained Grace. “They are certainly unbecoming.”
“They are to impress on you that you are meant to be useful rather than ornamental. But they would look better if they fitted.”
Grace was easily able to alter hers to make it a better fit; but it still remained a most unattractive outfit.
Jonnie had gone. That was a sad day. Aunt Amaryllis insisted that Helena and Matthew come to the house in the square for dinner.
We drank to the success of the war, the conclusion of hostilities and Jonnie’s speedy return.
In October Grace set out for London Bridge where she was to join the band of nurses.
I felt deflated after she had gone. I wondered when I should see her and Jonnie again.
My parents came to London when they heard that Grace had gone.
“She’s a good brave girl,” said my mother. “She always wanted to make herself useful. I was so glad that we were able to help her. Poor girl, she was quite desperate when she walked into the garden that day. She was always so grateful, and we had to be grateful to her, too. We shall miss her. I hope this wretched war will soon be over and she will be back with us.”
Soon after that we returned to Cornwall.
And the war dragged on.
Life seemed more than usually uneventful in Cornwall after that visit to London.
We were deeply concerned about the war. There was no good news. The winter was setting in and that could be a greater foe than the Russian armies. We had news of the disastrous charge of the six hundred Light Cavalry at Balaclava; few men returned from that. There was the battle of Inkerman in which we lost more than two thousand men, and even though they told us that the Russians lost twelve thousand, that was little consolation to sorrowing relatives.
Aunt Amaryllis wrote constantly. She said that Helena was taking Jonnie’s departure sadly. She was like a wraith; she thought of little but the danger Jonnie was in.
“I wish,” wrote Aunt Amaryllis, “that that man Russell would stop writing such terrible things and sending them home. It makes us fret so. Poor Helena is beside herself with grief, and I think all the time of our dear Jonnie out there in that terrible place … and that nice Grace, too. Although, of course, she is not in the battle. I do wish it would all be over. It is so far away. What has it to do with us? But that’s wrong of me. Peter says the war is right and we have to preserve our influence all over the world. It is so necessary for everyone …”
“Poor Aunt Amaryllis,” said my mother. “Usually she can let ill fortune sail over her … but this is a little too close … with Jonnie at the front.”
The siege of Sebastopol continued. Once that fell into allied hands, it was said that the war would be all but over, but the Russians were a stubborn people; they would not give in; and our men on the outskirts of Sebastopol suffered more through the terrible winter than those who were within the city … many dying of the cold, so said Russell. Miss Nightingale and her nurses were doing a wonderful job but what could the most efficient nursing do without supplies? And conditions were still terrible.
It seemed to go on and on. The winter was over; spring came. Each day we waited for news, but all through that year there was nothing that was good.
Then came the sad letter from Aunt Amaryllis:
I don’t know how to tell you. We are all devastated. Jonnie has been killed. He was so brave, they say. He was a wonderful soldier. But I am afraid that is no consolation to poor Helena. She is prostrate with grief; and we are all very, very sorrowful. Peter is most affected. He saw that there was a fine piece in the papers about Jonnie’s bravery and how he gave his life for his country. He says that, sad as this event is, it will increase public appreciation of Matthew. That does not console poor Matthew. He loved him. We know Jonnie was not his son but he had always been brought up as such and the fact that John Milward was his real father makes no difference to Matthew’s affection for him. It is such a sad time for us all. I wonder if you could come up. It would be such a help if you could. Helena is so fond of you. She talks quite a lot now of how wonderful you were to her in her trouble …
My mother stopped reading. She stared ahead of her and I knew she was too emotional to go on.
She said: “It is terrible, Angel. You know the story now. We were on the ship together going to Australia when I heard she was going to have Jonnie. She was so distressed. She was going to throw herself overboard, but Matthew saved her. He is a very good man. But he has allowed his father-in-law to lead him in every way. But what can he do? Peter made him. He would never have got far without him. He cared about people. Those books of his show that. But no one would have taken any notice of them if Peter hadn’t thrust them forward. Matthew knows that and he’s ashamed in a way … and yet he is bound to Peter. He couldn’t do a thing without him …”
She was talking as though to herself. Then suddenly she remembered my youth as people often did. I had developed a way of lapsing into silence when people talked like that so they forgot how young I was and said more than they would if they remembered it. I had learned a good deal that way.
She stopped abruptly.
“I think,” she said, “that we ought to go up. We might be able to help. I’m afraid it won’t be a very happy visit. Poor Helena. She is like Amaryllis. She needs to be cared for. And all that business of John Milward’s being brought up again must have been very upsetting for her.”
“I think Jonnie must have been a little pleased. His real father remembered him and he had such plans for his diggings. The money would have been a great help in that and now …”
The knowledge that I should never see him again enveloped me and I felt the tears in my eyes.
My mother put her arms round me and we wept together.
“Yes,” she said at length. “We must go up. We must be able to comfort them a little.”
My father said that, although he would be unable to accompany us to London, my mother and I must go.
There were high hopes now that Sebastopol would fall. Surely they could not hold out much longer? People were full of hope and then these hopes would be dashed and we would seem no nearer to the end.
When the Emperor of Russia died there had seemed to be a chance of peace, but like all hopes this evaporated. That had been early in the year.
We had had the news of Jonnie’s death late in August and just as we were ready to leave the Russians evacuated Sebastopol.
There was great rejoicing in the Poldoreys for this could only mean that the war was virtually over.
It was too late for us, my mother said. Jonnie had already died.
That was an unhappy visit. My mother went to stay with Helena at their house in Westminster. I remained with Aunt Amaryllis and Uncle Peter. When Frances and Peter came they talked to me of their houses of refuge in the East End of London. They now had several of these.
“We have always been greatly helped by my father-in-law,” Frances said. “He always likes it to be announced when he gives a donation and we all know it is for the glorification of Peter Lansdon. He would have had a title by now, I am sure, if his business was not so disreputable; but I think he hopes to override this difficulty in time.”
Peterkin said: “My father is a man who always overrides all difficulties.”
“Of course we receive the money most gratefully,” went on Frances. “To me it seems unimportant where it comes from as long as it is put to good use. I have had three more soup kitchens this year through his bounty. So who am I to complain?”
“The money comes from the pockets of the rich who squander it at my father’s clubs,” said Peterkin. “It is fitting that it should be used for the benefit of the poor—some of it anyway.”
“It is good of Uncle Peter to give it,” I said.
“It is very good for us … and Uncle Peter,” added Frances.
“It seems to me,” I replied reflectively, “that it is not always easy to tell what is good or bad.”
“I can see young Angelet is going to be a wise woman,” said Frances.
When I visited the Mission she put me to work. I ladled soup out of the great tureens for the people who lined up for it in the kitchens. I was deeply touched by the experience and very sorry for the people who came to be fed … particularly the children.
During that time I met poor women who had been ill-treated by husbands or male acquaintances; I saw women about to give birth and having no place to go. I watched Frances deal with them; she was brisk and without sentimentality; she rarely expressed pity; but she always solved their problems.
Peterkin was with her in everything she did, but she was the leading spirit. He adored her; but he was more easily affected than she was; and somehow this made him less effective.
I thought how strange it was that Uncle Peter should have a son like Peterkin. I think he must have had a great respect for Frances, although he always spoke of her with a hint of cynicism. She saw right through him and Uncle Peter was the sort of man who would respect her for that.
That was necessarily a melancholy visit and I was relieved when we returned home. There was nothing we could do to disperse the gloom.
Time, I hoped, would help to do that.
People were right about the fall of Sebastopol. It did virtually put an end to the war although it dragged on in a desultory way until the end of the year, when peace negotiations were started. These seemed to go on and on. The winter passed. March was with us before the Peace of Paris was signed and the forces started to leave the Crimea.
Aunt Amaryllis wrote again:
Helena seems to have recovered a little. Matthew is so good and kind to her. He has been a wonderful husband. Of course he has no post in Palmerston’s government, but Peter says Palmerston won’t stay. He was popular during the war but people do get tired of war and he expects Derby to be back in the not too distant future and then Matthew’s chances will be high …
There was a great deal of celebration and rejoicing when the treaty was signed. Now we are awaiting the return of the soldiers … only Jonnie won’t be among them. Some of them are already home. Poor souls, how they have suffered. I don’t think people will be shouting in the streets for war for a long time. They are saying that we lost twenty-four thousand and the Russians five hundred thousand and the French sixty-three … So we came off best. And poor Jonnie was one of that twenty-four thousand. How dreadfully sad it all is! I wish they would settle their differences in some way other than killing people who have really nothing to do with it and perhaps do not even know what it is all about.
They say that some of the nurses are remaining in Scutari till the last of the soldiers have left. Then they will come home. Some of them have come back. There are some terrible cases and the nurses came with them … to nurse them on the way. I wonder what happened to that nice girl, Grace. What a wonderful job she has done!
We are all hoping that we shall see you soon. You know how we love to have you. There are special times when families should be together. Now that I am getting older I find these times very frequent. So do come soon.
“We must go again,” said my mother. “I always used to enjoy those visits to London so much. Last time, of course, it was very sad … but even Helena must grow away from her grief.”
So once again we found ourselves in London.
This was the year of peace and I was fourteen years of age and rather grown-up for my years. I think events of the last few years had bought me right out of my childhood—although perhaps I had emerged from that after my terrifying encounter at the pool.
Strangely enough because of all that had been happening that event now seemed remote; there were occasions when I did not think of it for weeks. So there was some good in everything.
It was September, a lovely time of the year, unexpectedly warm during the days with a tang of autumn in the early evenings and the leaves in the square and the parks turning golden brown.
Opposite the house in the square was a garden which was for the use of residents. There was a key which hung in the hall; I could at any time take this key and go over there and sit among the flowering shrubs and trees. Although there would have been an outcry if I had gone into the Park alone I was permitted to go into this garden.
I loved to be independent of everyone and it was a favorite spot for me during my stay in the house in the square. In fact they had begun to call it Angelet’s garden.
I used to sit there and listen to the clop-clop of horses’ hooves as the carriages passed through the square and occasionally scraps of conversation floated to me as people passed by, which I found intriguing. I would imagine how those conversations went on after they had passed out of earshot and what the lives of the people who were making it were like.
It was what my mother would call exercising that over-worked imagination of mine.
One day when I was seated near the bed of asters and chrysanthemums, I saw someone standing outside the railings which enclosed the square.
It was a woman. I could not see her face for she was in shadow. I did not look intently—people often gazed in at the gardens as they passed—and when I looked again she was gone. I wondered why I had noticed her. Perhaps it was because she seemed to linger. It was as though there was something purposeful about her.
The next day I saw her again. She came to the railings and looked in then. I was sure at that moment that she had some special interest in the place.
“Hello,” I cried and went to the railings.
I stared in amazement. It was Grace.
“Grace!” I cried.
“Oh, Angelet, I’ve seen you once or twice in these gardens.”
“Why didn’t you speak? Why didn’t you come to the house?”
“I … I didn’t know … till I saw you … that you would be in London.”
“What are you doing here? When did you come home? Oh, Grace, you must have had some strange adventures.”
“Yes, I have. I want to talk to you.”
“Come to the house. Wait a minute. I’ll come out.”
“No …” she said. “Can I come into this garden? I’d like to talk to you alone … first.”
“Of course. Wait a moment.”
I unlocked the door and she came into the garden.
“Oh, Grace,” I cried. “It’s good to see you. We’ve talked about you so much. You’ve heard … about Jonnie?”
“Yes,” she said faintly. “I know.”
“It was terrible. We are getting over it a little now … but we don’t forget. How could we forget Jonnie?”
“No … we could never forget him.”
“It is so awful to think we shall never see him again.”
“Yes … I feel that too. There is a lot I have to tell you, Angelet. I wanted to talk to you … or your mother … first … before I did to anyone else. I am not sure what I should do. I want you to let me know what you think.”
“I? What can I tell you?”
“You’re there.” She waved her hands towards the house. “You’d know how things are. You’d know how they feel about …”
“About what?”
“I think I had better tell you from the beginning. You know we left London Bridge on that day …”
“Yes, yes.”
“We went to Boulogne and then to Paris. They made much of us in Paris. It was their war as well as ours. Then we went down to Marseilles where we stayed a while to collect stores. After that we set sail on the Vectis for Scutari. It was a fearful journey. I thought we were all going to be drowned.”
She paused. I watched her face. I was wondering why she had to tell me all this before she told the rest of the family.
“What was Scutari like?” I prompted.
“Unbelievable. It was dusk when we arrived, and looked so romantic … the hospital was like a Moorish palace. That was at dusk. In the light of day we saw it for what it was. The wards were very, very dirty. We had to clean up the place before we did anything else. Miss Nightingale insisted on that. The state of the patients … the lack of materials …”
I fancied she was holding something back which embarrassed her, and for that reason she found it difficult to talk of the matter which was uppermost in her mind.
“The hospital was very big; it had once been very grand. The mosaic tiles must have been beautiful at one time but they were cracked and many of them broken. The place was damp. Everything was dirty. Dirt … dirt everywhere … and there were so many sick men … row after row of beds. I felt desperately inadequate.”
“That was why you went … because they needed you so badly. Mr. Russell told us all about it. They must have been pleased to see you.”
“The authorities were skeptical of us at first. They just thought of us as a pack of useless women … but Miss Nightingale soon made them change their minds.”
“Grace, what is it you want to tell me?”
She was silent for a while, staring ahead of her at the bronze-colored flowers, her mouth tight, her eyes almost appealing.
She said: “Jonnie … was brought in. It was an amazing coincidence.”
“You mean … wounded? Was it such a coincidence? You were there and he was there and the wounded would be brought in for you to nurse.”
“He wasn’t in my section. I happened to walk through the ward and see him. He looked so ill. I just went and knelt by his bed. I shall never forget his face when he saw me. I believed he thought he was dreaming. He was wounded in the leg. It was rather bad and they were afraid of gangrene.”
“It must have been wonderful for you to have found each other.”
“Oh it was … it was … I asked if I could be moved to that part of the hospital where he was. One of the women changed places with me. It had happened before when someone was brought in who knew one of the nurses. So I looked after him. I had always … been fond of Jonnie.”
“And he was fond of you,” I told her.
“Yes, we had a great deal in common. I was with him every day. He used to look for me. I was so moved to see his face light up when I came. I nursed him. They had to take a bullet out of his leg and I was there when they did it. They had very little to kill the pain. That sort of thing is heartrending. He held my hand while they did it. Then … afterwards … I nursed him and he began to recover. If his recovery had been longer he might not have died.” She bit her lips and seemed unable to continue.
Then she turned to me and pressed my hand. “I had him walking again soon. They needed men. He had a few days’ leave and then was to join the men outside Sebastopol. When you are in that position … when you feel you are facing death and the chances are that you can’t be lucky twice … a kind of desperation gets hold of you. It might have been like that with Jonnie. Perhaps I ought to have realized it, but I was fond of him, Angelet, very fond. I loved him, Angelet. We had this little time together. I got leave and we went out together. There was little on our side of the Bosphorus and they took us back and forth to Constantinople on the other side in little boats they called caliques … and we dined in the city. We were reckless … like two people who know they have not long to be together. Constantinople is different from any place I have ever seen. There are two cities really—Christian Constantinople and Stamboul. Bridges connect them and if ever the nurses went out—which they did occasionally in parties—they were warned not to cross the bridges into Stamboul. I was not afraid of anything with Jonnie. It was a wonderful evening. We sat in an alcove in this restaurant which he knew of and we ate exotic foods—caviar and peppers stuffed with meat. It was all very strange and foreign. But I did not notice the food. We talked and talked … not of the war, not of the hospital but of the future and what we should do when we were home again. He wanted to go to Italy. He was fascinated by the site at Pompeii and he talked as though I should be with him. Then suddenly he took my hand and said, ‘Will you marry me?’ ”
I drew breath sharply. Somewhere in my dreams I had thought of marrying Jonnie. Then I had thought of marrying Ben, it was true. But I went back to Jonnie after Ben had gone to Australia.
“I said I would,” she went on. “It’s easy there, Angelet. There is no formality. You have to pay them well and you can get a priest to marry you. It is probably some unfrocked priest from England … I don’t know. But he married us … and that was what we both wanted. We spent three days together … and then I went back to the hospital and he went to Sebastopol. That is my story, Angelet. You know the rest. He never came back.”
“So you … you are Jonnie’s wife?”
She nodded. “What do you think they will say, Angelet?” she asked anxiously. “They might not … accept me.”
“What do you mean? You are Jonnie’s wife. Therefore they must.”
“I am afraid they will say it is no true marriage.”
“How can they? Don’t they have certificates? Do you?”
“I have one, but, as I say, it was different from the way it is done here. We knew of this priest. He had married one or two other people. It might be that they won’t accept it. They could raise all sorts of objections … if they wanted to.”
“They wouldn’t do that. Why should they?”
“Angelet, you must see. Jonnie belongs to a different family from mine. I worked for your mother.”
“What has that to do with it?”
“They might say … everything.”
“I don’t see how they can if you are married with a certificate to prove it.”
“If they wanted to disprove it …”
“They are good kind people. Jonnie loved you and married you. We all knew that he liked you very much. That was obvious. So they wouldn’t be very surprised. You were both out there. It seems natural to me.”
“I wouldn’t want to embarrass them. I wouldn’t want to be there … if they didn’t want me.”
“But you are Jonnie’s wife!”
“Yes,” she agreed.
“I am going to tell them right away … and you are coming with me.”
She drew back. “No … no. Let me wait here. You go and tell them. But if they think it is no true marriage I will say goodbye to you … to you all …”
“My mother would never allow that. She is always saying how she misses you.”
“She made me so happy … you all have.”
“I shall go right away. Promise me you won’t leave this garden, Grace.”
“I promise. If you don’t come back in say half an hour, I shall know they do not believe me … they do not accept me, I shall understand.”
“You are being foolish, Grace, and I always thought you were so clever.”
I came out of the gardens and ran across the road.
Aunt Amaryllis was in the little room where she did the flowers, a vase of water before her and the flowers lying at the side of the sink.
“Aunt Amaryllis,” I cried. “Grace is in the gardens. She has married Jonnie.”
Aunt Amaryllis turned pale and then pink. She dropped the scissors and wiped her hands.
“Come,” I said. “I will take you to her.”
I was glad that they welcomed her so warmly. Jonnie’s widow would have a very special place in the household.
Aunt Amaryllis was almost happy. Helena came and listened sadly to Grace’s story.
“My dear,” she said, “you made him happy before he died.”
“Yes, we were very happy,” Grace told them.
“I’m glad,” said Helena.
I wondered what Uncle Peter thought. He seemed to like Grace but he was suspicious by nature. He asked a lot of questions and I fancied that in his mind he was making notes of details which he would later verify. But even he had been deeply affected by Jonnie’s death and was pleased to see that Grace’s coming and her announcement had lifted the spirits of Helena and Amaryllis. He may even have felt a twinge of conscience because he had been rather pleased with what Jonnie’s going to war had done for Matthew.
The rest of that visit was dominated by Grace’s return to the household.
Of course Jonnie had been rather a rich young man. He had left no will but his widow would not be penniless. She said that she would be happy to leave everything in Uncle Peter’s capable hands.
I don’t know what arrangements were made or how much money Lord John had left to Jonnie. There was no doubt that Uncle Peter had made inquiries as to the validity of the marriage and he must have been satisfied, for Grace now became an independent woman with her own income.
Helena wanted her to live with them until she made plans. She said: “I always wanted a daughter and that is what you will be to me now.”
Everyone seemed satisfied at the outcome; and there was a certain contentment about Grace. She was happy to be in Jonnie’s home.
The London Season
I HAD REACHED MY seventeenth birthday. Life had slipped back into its more or less uneventful groove now that the war was over and the loss of Jonnie was a sad memory rather than a bitter pain to the family.
Without those harrowing dispatches from the Crimea the press seemed full of trivialities for a while and then came the Indian Mutiny which was even more shocking than the war. There were terrible accounts of how our people had been treated, mutilated and brutally murdered … those who had been friendly servants suddenly turning against men and women and children. The fate of the women was stressed; they had been raped and submitted to horrible indignities. My imagination went beyond that moment when I had heard Ben’s voice calling my name. I kept thinking: Suppose he had not come in time.
I believed then that never, as long as I lived, should I be able to forget that nightmare.
Nobody was quite sure why there had been a mutiny. Some said it was because the Sepoys had believed that their cartridges were greased with the fat of beef and pork which rendered them unclean in their eyes; others said they were in revolt against the East India Company. The general belief was that the Indians feared that we were imposing our civilization upon them. We were in possession of the Punjab and Oude, and they may have thought that we intended to take over the whole of India. The Sepoys had learned the art of battle from us … and now they turned it against us.
The whole country was shocked. People argued fiercely about what should be done … blaming this side and that as they always do from the safe haven far from the scene of strife.
There was great excitement when Lucknow was relieved and the garrison there saved.
Uncle Peter said that good had come out of it for now the administration of India was to pass from the East India Company to the Crown.
We had paid several visits to London. Grace was now installed in a house of her own. It was quite small, not very far from the house in the square. It was tall and narrow with four stories and two rooms on each floor. It had been bought from the money Lord John had left Jonnie; and Grace was allotted an income. It had all been amicably arranged by Uncle Peter.
We saw Grace frequently when we were in London. I sensed that she was not happy and I supposed that that was inevitable. She had lost Jonnie just as they were about to embark on a new life together.
She confided in me a little. She said that Helena was very kind to her and so were Matthew and Geoffrey, but she felt that her presence reminded them of their loss and she hesitated to visit them as often as she would have liked.
I told her that was nonsense. They would love to see her often. She was a consolation for their loss.
She replied that she felt even less inclined to go to the house in the square. Amaryllis was very kind to her but she felt that Uncle Peter entertained some suspicions still, although she knew that he had made many inquiries about the validity of her marriage. She was very relieved that he must have satisfied himself that she was truly married to Jonnie, because he had made all the necessary monetary arrangements.
“Of course I understand that,” said Grace. “I came to you and you helped me but I never forget that I was a kind of upper servant. Then I was received here … through the kindness of your mother. But I sometimes feel that Peter Lansdon does not entirely accept me. He has arranged the money of course, but I am not allowed to touch the capital. I get my income. I have this house … Sometimes I feel he is keeping everything in his hands … until he proves something.”
“You mustn’t think like that. He is a very wily business man. He suspects everyone and everything. It’s second nature to him. You mustn’t mind his being cautious, Grace. He can’t help it.”
“No, I suppose not. I wish I could entertain people. If Jonnie had lived I would have helped him in his work. I would have had all the influential people here.”
“I don’t think archaeology is like politics. It’s not a matter of meeting people but of finding out things.”
“I suppose you are right. I think perhaps I feel a little idle. Do you know, now and then I almost wish I were back in Scutari … that hospital … among all the horror. There was always plenty to do there … and Jonnie was alive.”
“I understand, Grace,” I said. “You must come down and stay with us for a while. My mother would be pleased.”
She did visit us; and when she was at Cador she insisted on making a dress for my mother and doing little bits of sewing for me.
Morwenna Pencarron came often to Cador and we visited her family in the house near the mine. It was rather a grand house. It had been an old manor and the Pencarrons had spent a lot of money on restoring it. The gardens were wonderful. The Pencarrons were quite homely people. Josiah Pencarron had been extremely successful with the mine he had owned before he came to this one. He was the complete business man. He thought business and talked it constantly; he was the sort of man who would be certain to succeed.
At the same time he was a loving father and husband; and great care was lavished on Morwenna … an only child. He used to say: “I want the best for my girl.”
And so I had come to my seventeenth birthday. I knew, of course, what that entailed.
“You’ll have to have a season,” said my mother. “Both your father and I agreed on that. You can’t stay down here. You’re growing up. We’re lucky to have family in London. That will help a lot. Aunt Amaryllis knows the ropes. She brought Helena out. And Helena will of course help.”
“That was a long time ago. I expect it has all changed now.”
“Oh, not so much as all that. Anyway we shall find out.”
“I hope you won’t expect me to walk off with the catch of the season.”
“My dear child, your father and I want you to be happy, that’s all.”
“I heard Helena say she hated every minute of it.”
“Well, Helena’s a very retiring sort of girl. You are not like that.”
“You didn’t have a season, Mama?”
“No. Because I went to Australia with my parents … and you know what happened there. Afterwards it seemed unnecessary.”
I smiled apologetically. I knew she was reminded of the death of her parents. It was the last thing I wanted to do.
I said: “Well, I suppose I shall find it amusing.”
“You will. You will enjoy it. And if nothing comes of it …”
“You mean if I don’t find a rich and handsome husband?”
“Angel!”
“Well, that is what it is all about, isn’t it?”
“My dear child, it gives you an opportunity to meet people. I know some girls suffer torments. They fear they will prove unattractive and nothing is more likely to make them so than that. I want you to go into all this in a carefree way. I’ve talked about it with your father. We certainly don’t want you to feel you are up for auction. Just enjoy the parties and if by chance you meet someone whom you think you can love, we shall be delighted. But don’t let it worry you. It will just give you a chance to go to places and meet all sorts of people. Whatever happens we have each other, don’t we? You’ve always been happy at home.”
I put my arms round her and kissed her.
“I am sure Aunt Amaryllis meant that with Helena, but I suppose she didn’t tell her. And I think Uncle Peter might have expected a good deal. I am lucky to have you and Papa.”
“I think we are lucky too. Your father thinks Jack will do a good job at Cador when the time comes.”
“Oh Heavens … that’s years and years away.”
“Yes, please God. But what I want you to know is that we are here … as long as you want us … no matter what.”
I had an impulse to tell her then of that incident which now seemed so long ago. I wondered what her reaction would be. It was almost irresistible … but not quite. She would be disturbed, worried. It would make me different in her eyes—not her innocent daughter any more. I could not do it. I did not want to disturb her. She was so happy in her cozy family cocoon. I could not spoil it with the grisly tale. So I said nothing.
Grace was very interested to hear of my proposed season.
“I hope I shall be able to take part in it,” she said.
“My dear Grace” replied my mother “everything will be taken care of.”
Grace’s face fell and my mother went on quickly. “Oh, I am sure you will be most useful. You have a style … an elegance … You could advise about clothes. Of course there are court dressmakers and people like that.”
“I understand,” said Grace. “But I should like to help if there is anything I can do. I get rather lonely and it would be so exciting.”
“There will be a great deal of preparation,” said my mother.
“I am sure you are going to enjoy it,” said Grace.
I was not so sure, but I promised myself that I would not attempt to look for a rich husband. I would make a turn-about of the whole procedure; and instead of being up for auction, I should inspect the gentlemen and if I did not like them, be they marquesses or dukes, I would refuse them. I laughed at myself. As Mrs. Penlock would say, “Opportunity would be a fine thing.”
But one could not enter into such an undertaking without thinking rather seriously about marriage. I remembered the two passions of my younger life: Jonnie and Ben. This was different. Those had been childish fancies. I had seen them both as heroes. I did not think that Ben was quite that. Jonnie might have proved to be one, and he would always remain one in my eyes because he had died before his claim to the title could be disproved. And in any case, I dramatically told myself, he had become another woman’s husband.
Grace and I rode over to the Pencarrons’.
“What a lovely old house this is,” she said.
“Oh yes,” I replied. “The Pencarrons have done wonders with it. My father said it was almost a ruin when they took over. They call it Pencarron Manor now and the mine is Pencarron Mine.”
“They must be very rich.”
“I suppose so. I believe the mine is very profitable and my father said Josiah Pencarron has other interests in the Duchy.”
Morwenna came running out to meet us.
She had grown a little plump and she had the rosy complexion of a country girl and little confidence in herself. I could never imagine why. She had a kindly nature and her parents were devoted to her—especially her father. I should have thought his almost besotted devotion might have made her quite conceited.
Mrs. Pencarron once told me that it had been a great disappointment to him that they had no son … until the day when Morwenna was born.
“She came rather late,” she said. “I’d thought I was too old to get a child. But she is all the more precious for that. Father said he wouldn’t change her for twenty boys.”
Morwenna was delighted to see Grace. She liked her. But then Morwenna liked everybody.
We went into the hall. It was essentially Tudor with enormous oak beams supporting the vaulted ceiling. The linen fold paneling on the walls had been painstakingly restored at great cost.
The staircase at one end of the hall had carved banisters decorated with the Tudor rose. There were arms on the wall … but of course not the Pencarrons’.
Josiah had imitated one or two features of Cador’s, and we were amused by this—and flattered.
He was ostentatiously gratified of his rise in life and although he would have greatly liked to have been born into the gentry he was proud that, by his wits and good sense, he had been able to live like one of them.
My father said it was most commendable for a man to have come so far; he had the greatest respect for him.
In fact, there was something very likable about all the Pencarrons.
Luncheon was served in the dining room which they used for a few guests; if there was a large company they would eat in the great hall—according to the old custom. But for this occasion it was, of course, the dining room—a beautifully proportioned room with high ceiling and wall tapestries which Josiah had bought with the house.
Conversation turned to my coming out.
“I shall go up to London,” I told them, “and be put through my paces. I believe one has to learn how to curtsy and walk backwards. There is a great deal to learn and I don’t know how long one is with Her Majesty. A matter of seconds I suppose. You curtsy … and that is it. You pass on and it is ‘Next, please.’ And for all that you have to have a special court dress and feathers and learn how to keep them steady and how to smile in the most genteel manner. You must not lose your balance when you curtsy. In fact, you must not make one mistake. Well … there wouldn’t be much time to, I suppose.”
“So you are to be presented to the Queen!” said Mrs. Pencarron in an awed voice. “My word, that’s something to be proud of.”
“I’m not sure how I feel about it.”
“Oh, go on with you,” said Mrs. Pencarron. “I reckon it’s a great honor, wouldn’t you Jos?”
“I would that,” replied Josiah. “And that’s what’s going to happen to you. Well, I never.”
They were interested to hear more about it. I told them all I knew which was not much, but they kept plying me with questions.
Josiah was looking at his daughter with loving pride.
“What do you say, Mother? I reckon our Morwenna would look a real treat in a court dress and feathers.”
Grace said: “I believe it is quite a sight to see all the carriages lined up in the street on their way to the Palace. Who will present you, Angelet?”
“I think it will probably be Helena. She has already been presented so she knows how to go on and then of course she is the wife of a prominent member of Parliament … and the mother of a hero …” My voice faltered a little as it always did when I mentioned Jonnie.
“I reckon it has to be someone like that,” said Mrs. Pencarron regretfully.
“It doesn’t have to be a relation,” said Grace. “Of course it’s a costly matter … but they seem to think it is what every girl needs to launch her into society.”
“I’d like to see our Morwenna there.”
“Oh no, Pa,” said Morwenna quickly. “It wouldn’t do for me.”
“And why not indeed?” Josiah was the important business man suddenly, bristling at the notion that there was something his little girl was not good enough to take part in.
“Do you really mean …” began Grace. “Do you really mean that you would like Morwenna to be presented at court?”
“Would that be allowed?” asked Mrs. Pencarron.
Grace smiled. “I shouldn’t think there would be any difficulty. You are doing good work down here … employing large numbers of men. You don’t have to be related to the presenter. I can see no reason why, if you wanted it, Morwenna and Angelet should not be presented together.”
Grace was looking at me and I was thinking what fun it would be to have Morwenna share in this ordeal with me. She was a very pleasant girl and I was fond of her. She might be a little dull; she always agreed with everything I said, but she was straightforward and reliable; and when people were as nice as Morwenna was, one should be prepared to put up with a little boredom.
“It would be lovely,” I said. “We’d go into it together. Helena could take us both under her wing.”
Morwenna was looking alarmed.
“Well, I never did!” said Josiah.
“Would you like us to make inquiries?” I asked.
“I’d be that grateful. Think of it, Mother. Our little girl going to see the Queen.”
They talked of nothing else for the rest of the meal: what dresses would be needed; what we should have to learn to do.
“It will be fun,” I said, to cheer a worried Morwenna. “We will do it together.”
“Then, of course, there is the season,” Grace reminded us.
“Balls and parties and things,” I added.
The Pencarron parents exchanged excited glances. I could see that they felt this was hardly within their scope.
“It will all be in London,” I said. “I shall probably be staying with Uncle Peter and Aunt Amaryllis. My mother will surely be there. I might stay at Helena’s. Morwenna could be with me.”
Josiah could think of nothing to say to this glittering prospect and fell back on: “Well, I never did.”
When we rode home, Grace said: “The seed is sown. It wouldn’t surprise me at all if Morwenna went with you to London.”
“I hope she does.”
“I can hardly think she will be the debutante of the season. The poor girl is a little gauche.”
“Well, she has lived her life in the country. I don’t think she is as happy at the prospect as her parents are.”
“She has to do the hard work while they bask in the glory.”
“I’m not sure that it is such a good idea. I am not eager and Morwenna is far more retiring than I am.”
“Perhaps we shall hear no more of it.”
“I rather think we shall. Has it struck you that Josiah Pencarron is the sort of man who, once he has made up his mind he wants something, will make sure that he gets it? Well, I think that he has made up his mind that Morwenna is going to court.”
“We’ll wait and see,” said Grace.
It was as I thought. The seed had been sown in the minds of the Pencarron parents. Their girl was going to become a real lady; she was going to have all the advantages which had been denied them; and Morwenna and I went to London to begin the grueling process of molding us into young ladies of the court.
We had lessons in dancing and deportment from Madame Duprey. We walked round the room carrying a small pile of books on our heads. “Shoulders back. Draw yourself in below the waist. One foot in front of the other. No, not like that, Morwenna. Just slightly.” And then there was the dancing. Sometimes I took the male part, sometimes Morwenna. “It is nécessaire to know where your partner should be at every second. That is better, Angelet. No, no, Morwenna, to the right. To the right. Ma foi, you will disrupt the entire cotillion.”
Poor Morwenna! She did not take to it as easily as I did. She was in despair. “I shall never be able to do it,” she said.
“Oh yes you will,” I assured her. “It’s easy. You just worry too much.”
I would go through the steps with her in our bedroom, for we shared one in Helena’s house which was not as big as the one in the square.
Helena was very kind and sympathetic. I believed it brought back her own days when she had been put through her paces and had been, I fancied, rather like Morwenna.
“What I don’t want to do is disappoint Pa and Mother,” said Morwenna. “I am sure they are expecting me to marry a duke at least.”
“Dukes are sparse on the ground,” I told her. “We’d be lucky to get an Hon or a mere knight.”
I could joke about it because I did not have to worry. If nothing came of my entry into high society I would just go back to Cador and everything would be as it was before. My parents would not harry me into making a brilliant marriage. As for Morwenna: it was just that they wanted so much for her; but I told her again and again that what they wanted most was for her to be happy; and if her father knew how worried she was, he would stop the whole thing.
“I know,” she said. “They are such darlings and so good to me always. It is just that I should like to make them proud.”
And so we went on. It was amazing how much practice had to go into the perfect curtsy. We would do it correctly one day and the next day it did not work. We were the despair of poor Madame Duprey, who, I suspected, was really plain Miss Dappry or something like that and had never been nearer to France than Folkestone. But the French had a reputation for elegance and so from necessity and the success of her career she must become one of them, if in name only.
Then we had our singing master, Signor Caldori, for girls must be able to sing and play the pianoforte. One did not need to be a Jenny Lind or Henriette Sontag, but one should be able to trill pleasantly.
We must have elocution lessons. These were particularly difficult for Morwenna who had a slight Cornish accent which had to be completely eliminated; we had to be able to talk freely without embarrassment on any subject which might be raised, and yet not to be over-bold or force our opinions on the company. One must never try to ape the men; one must preserve one’s femininity in all eventualities.
Then, of course, there were the dressmakers and what seemed like endless consultations. Grace was very good and helpful; she often accompanied us to the dressmakers and even dared make a few suggestions there. Our court dresses were made by the most fashionable dressmaker. “I don’t want any expense to be spared,” was Josiah Pencarron’s comment. “Everything’s to be of the best. I don’t want my girl to go to the Queen looking any less well dressed than any of the others.”
So eventually we were on our way to the Queen’s drawing room in our court dresses each with its train three or four yards long which seemed to take a mischievous delight in getting into awkward and even dangerous positions and tripping us up if we were not careful. Our hair had been specially dressed by the court hairdresser, with three white plumes arranged in it, and we fervently hoped these would stay in place until the ordeal was over; we had been stuffed into our corsets and so tightly laced that we became breathless. It was not so bad for me because I was fairly thin but it must have been agony for Morwenna. She endured it stoically as she did everything else.
And there we were in the carriage with Helena, among all the other carriages on their way to the Palace. People looked in on us—some laughing at us, some envious. There were children without shoes or stockings. I could not take my eyes from their red chilblained feet and I felt ashamed.
Helena pulled down the blinds of the carriage but that did not shut them out of my mind. I thought then of the wonderful work Frances and Peterkin were doing and that I might like to join them.
But then we had arrived.
Into the Palace we went, and there was the Queen, a tiny figure, most elaborately dressed, diamonds glittering on her person and jeweled tiara on her head. There could be no mistaking her. Small she might be, but I had never before seen a more regal air. Beside her was the Prince, formidable, severity in every line of his once-handsome face. He looked strained and tired; and I remembered how the press had attacked him during the recent war. They did not like him because he was a German and they were not fond of foreigners. No people ever were. The French had hated Marie Antoinette because she was an Austrian, I remembered.
I was there before Her Majesty. I was thankful that my curtsy would have won the approval of Madame Duprey herself. I kissed the plump little hand, glittering with jewels; I received the benign smile and I walked backwards with ease … and it was all over.
I felt I had been weighed in the balance and found not wanting.
I was now fit to mix in English society!
Our first ball! It was given by Lady Bellington, one of the leading London hostesses, for her daughter Jennifer. The Bellington residence was a mansion which had a small garden beyond which was the Park.
Helena, with my mother, Aunt Amaryllis and Uncle Peter, accompanied us. My mother told me not to worry if I did not dance all the evening. If we were sitting out we should indulge in animated conversation and give the impression that we were not in the least concerned about not being asked to dance. It was hard to imagine Morwenna engaged in animated conversation and this only added to her worries.
“No one will surely want to dance with me,” she declared. “And if they did I should forget half the steps. I don’t know which will be worse … having to dance or sit out.”
“All things come to an end,” I told her philosophically. “Tomorrow it will be something in the past.”
I was quite looking forward to it. I loved dancing for one thing; and I did find it amusing to be among these people, to watch the ambitious mammas’ eyes on the most eligible of the young men, calculating, trying hard to push forward their daughters without seeming to.
I exchanged glances with my mother; she knew what I was thinking: and I had said to myself, It doesn’t matter. If I sit out the whole evening they love me just the same. I gave up a little prayer of thanksgiving for my parents.
At the top of the wide staircase Lord and Lady Bellington received us graciously, Jennifer beside them.
We passed on.
The music was playing. Two middle-aged gentlemen came up to us and asked us to dance. From Helena’s description of her coming out days I guessed they were needy scions of good family who were given an evening’s entertainment in exchange for services rendered to the unpreferred.
They whirled us round. I wondered how Morwenna was getting on. I thought she might find this a good baptism for the middle-aged gentlemen would do their duty which would surely include being affable and helpful to a shy young woman.
In due course we returned to our party. We had broken the ice. We had danced.
A young man appeared. He bowed before us, his eyes on me.
“May I have the pleasure …?”
I rose and put my hand in his; in a short time we were in the dance.
“Quite a crowd,” he said languidly.
“Yes.”
“It is always thus at Bellington affairs.”
“You attend them frequently?”
“Oh … now and then.”
We talked of the weather, the floor, the band and such matters which I could not find of absorbing interest; but we danced and, thanks to Madame Duprey, I was able to give a good account of myself.
And then I saw a face which was vaguely familiar to me. For a second I could not think where I had seen it before. He was looking at me with a kind of awestruck recognition. Then I knew. He was the young man who had come down to Cador with Jonnie to dig at the pool. I remembered his name: Gervaise Mandeville.
The dance led us away from each other but my thoughts had now turned from the band, the floor and the weather, and I was back in Cornwall. I was there at the pool, and it was all coming back to me, as it still did on such occasions, even now.
I was glad when I was returned to my party. Morwenna was still sitting out.
“Was that enjoyable?” asked Helena.
“He danced well,” I replied.
“I could see that,” said my mother. “Madame Duprey was a very good teacher.”
He was there almost immediately.
“Mrs. Lansdon … Mrs. Hanson, you remember me? Gervaise Mandeville?”
“Oh,” cried my mother. “Oh yes … you came down with …”
He understood. He did not want to raise painful subjects. “Yes,” he said. “For the dig. It was not very successful, I’m afraid. I came to ask Miss Hanson if she would care to dance.”
“This is Miss Pencarron,” I said. “She is being brought out with me.”
He bowed, smiling pleasantly at Morwenna.
“She comes from Cornwall, too. We’re neighbors,” said my mother.
Helena looked very sad. She, of course, remembered Gervaise as a friend of Jonnie’s. Gervaise knew this. I was to discover that he was very sensitive to the feelings of others.
He held out his hand to me. “Shall we dance?” And we were away.
“I couldn’t believe my eyes,” he said. “At first I wasn’t sure. It’s a long time ago. You’ve grown up since then.”
“You too are older.”
“An inevitable process, I’m afraid.”
“But you haven’t changed much.”
“Nor have you … now that I am seeing you at close quarters.”
He smiled at me, very friendly and with a hint of admiration in his face. I felt my spirits rising and the faint depression, which memory had brought, was fading.
“You have grown taller,” I said.
“And so have you.”
“Well, you would expect that, wouldn’t you? I was about thirteen years old I think.”
“Time passes. I liked that little girl very much. I am sure I am going to like the grown version as well … perhaps even better.”
“Don’t make rash judgments.”
“Somehow I think this is going to be one of my more sober ones. It will be rather fun to find out if I am right.”
“Tell me about yourself. Are you still digging?”
“No. I don’t think I have the aptitude for that kind of work.”
“You seemed enthusiastic.”
“Oh, that was special … that eerie pool and all the talk about those bells. By the way, have the bells been heard again?”
“Not recently. I used to think that people fancied they heard them, but when I thought I did myself …”
“It’s a good story. I was awfully sorry about …”
“Jonnie?”
He nodded. “I’m afraid seeing me must have brought it back.”
“Well, I suppose it has to be brought back every now and then … but it isn’t as bad as it was in the beginning.”
“Poor old Jonnie. He was made for martyrdom.”
“You did not go to the war, I suppose.”
“Not much in my line. I’m not the heroic type.”
“I often wonder what good it did in the end.”
“Ah, that’s the question. But at the time it seemed the right thing to do.”
“Do you remember Miss Gilmore … Grace Gilmore?”
“Oh yes, I do. She was a rather striking lady as far as I remember.”
“She married Jonnie.”
“Did she really?”
“Yes, she went out as one of Miss Nightingale’s nurses. They found each other out there and were married. She is here in London now. We see a great deal of her now she is a member of the family.”
“I thought she was a most unusual person.”
“Yes, I suppose she is.”
“Tell me about yourself.”
“There’s little to tell. You know what it is like at Cador. Well, that is my life, with occasional visits to London.”
“Where are you staying now?”
“With Aunt Helena … Jonnie’s mother. She’s bringing me out.”
“I see.”
“Are you often invited to occasions like this?”
“Frequently. They have to keep up the quota of young men to provide partners and escorts for the debutantes, and if one is not too old, maimed, or in any way afflicted, and one’s family is up to a certain level in the social scale … one is invited. The sexes must be evenly balanced—so here I am.”
“And do you enjoy the role?”
“I am enjoying it immensely at this moment.”
“It is pleasant to renew old acquaintances.”
“Well, not always. Sometimes it can be alarming. Just imagine being confronted by one of the skeletons which have crept out of the cupboard.”
“Are there many in your cupboard?”
“It is inevitable that such a worthless character as I should collect a few. You now … you have a life of virtue behind you. You are an innocent maiden just setting off into life’s devious paths. That is different.”
I shivered faintly. It was inevitable that meeting him should revive old memories and his references to skeletons in the cupboard made me uneasy.
He did not notice and we had just passed our group. Morwenna was still sitting out and as she could not manage animated conversation was looking bored and uneasy.
I said: “Will you do me a favor?”
“Even unto one half of my kingdom.”
“I shall not be as demanding as that. I want you to return me to my family and dance with Miss Pencarron.”
“Is that the young lady sitting there?”
“Yes. She is rather nervous. She is terrified that she is going to be a failure.”
“Which of course is the easiest way of becoming one.”
“I know. That’s why I don’t care.”
“You are asking a great deal.”
“Why? She is a charming girl, and she has been taught to dance. She won’t tread on your toes … too much.”
“I would endure a stampede to please you. But you are still asking a great deal because I have to abandon the pleasure of your company, and I have a better idea. Leave this to me.”
As we went on dancing he was scanning the groups of people as we sped by. Suddenly he halted.
“Philip,” he called. “Philip, this is Miss Hanson. What are you doing here standing partnerless? Is that the way to do your duty? Miss Hanson, this is Philip Martin.”
He bowed. “Pleased to make your acquaintance.”
“Let’s make a foursome for supper,” said Gervaise Mandeville. “You go and dance with Miss Hanson’s friend. She’s very much in demand so be quick. Let’s hope she’s free now. Come along, we’ll take you over and introduce you.”
We went back to the group. “Excellent,” said Gervaise. “She’s free.”
Philip Martin was introduced. He was a rather colorless young man, but he had a pleasant manner and all the usual clichés were exchanged.
He asked Morwenna to dance. There was a look of relief on Helena’s face as they started off. Gervaise and I followed them into the dance.
I liked him for that. In fact I was liking him more and more with every minute. He had an ebullient personality, and a way of turning the most faintly amusing subject into a hilarious joke. He laughed a great deal; and when he was not laughing his eyes were alight with amusement.
I spent almost the whole evening with him.
We met Morwenna and Philip Martin in the supper room; we sat at a table for four, eating delicious cold salmon washed down with champagne. I could see that Morwenna was enjoying the ball and I was grateful to Gervaise for that; and there was a great deal of laughter at the table.
We arranged that we should all take a ride in the Row the next day; and I was delighted that I was going to see Gervaise again so soon.
Riding home in the carriage we were rather subdued. I could see that they were all very pleased at the way in which the evening had gone.
I thought it was all thanks to Gervaise, who had certainly made it enjoyable for me … and for Morwenna. But for his timely introduction of Philip Martin Morwenna might have sat for the whole evening, uninvited except by the middle-aged gentlemen whose duty it was to ask the neglected for the occasional dance.
“He is a very charming young man,” said Helena of Gervaise.
“It was nice that we knew him,” commented my mother. “It is always pleasant at such affairs to come upon people one knows. He’s an archaeologist, I believe.”
“He isn’t now,” I said. “He gave it up.”
“The parties and balls get more interesting as the season goes along,” said Helena. “That is when you all get to know each other. At first quite a number are strangers to each other.”
“Gervaise Mandeville and Philip Martin are calling for us tomorrow,” I said. “We are going riding in Rotten Row.”
I was well aware of the significant glances between our elders. This was how these affairs were supposed to go. I daresay there would be a great deal of discussion among our elders about Gervaise Mandeville and Philip Martin.
Morwenna and I were too excited to sleep. We lay in our beds and talked about the evening.
“I think Gervaise is very interested in you,” said Morwenna.
“Oh, it is just because he stayed at Cador once.”
“I think it is more than that.”
“He came down with Jonnie. They were digging together.”
“Yes. I know. By Branok Pool.”
Still the mention of the place made me feel as though I had been doused in cold water.
“That’s why he picked me out,” I explained. “He recognized me.”
“Well, he needn’t have attached himself to you for the whole evening. He liked you. He liked you a lot. I could see that.”
“And Philip liked you.”
“I don’t think so. He was just doing what he felt he had to. He told me Gervaise had given him a tip.”
“A tip?”
“Yes … advised him about some horse race and he won two hundred pounds. He said he was very grateful to Gervaise. I think that was why he was dancing with me because Gervaise wanted him to. Did you ask him to?”
“What nonsense!” I lied. “Really, Morwenna, you have to stop thinking like this. You get the notion that nobody wants you for yourself … and you make it so obvious that if you are not careful people will begin to think you are right.”
“You certainly don’t think like that.”
“No, my dear Morwenna, I never think about it. If people like me that’s fine … if they don’t … well, I won’t like them either. We always like people who like us. I think it will be fun riding tomorrow. Gervaise is amusing, isn’t he?”
“Yes,” said Morwenna.
“Are you sleepy? Good night.”
“Good night,” said Morwenna.
I could not sleep. It had been an exciting evening. I had loved the glitter, the ballroom, the splendid dresses, the flowers and meeting Gervaise. But over it all had been the shadow of the past. I could not think of Gervaise without seeing him digging at the pool and remembering the fears that had aroused in me.
I supposed it would always be like that.
My friendship with Gervaise grew apace. He had visited the house frequently. We met at parties and he always arranged that we should be together there. Philip Martin had dropped out. I supposed he felt he had repaid his obligations to Gervaise for the “tip.” So we were no longer a quartet. Poor Morwenna, she accepted her fate stoically. It was all working out just as she had expected it would.
I had made a pact with Gervaise that when we were at parties and dances, he would be sure that there was a partner for Morwenna. He always did and I was grateful to him. He was very kind and gentle to her and provided the partners in the most tactful way, so that Morwenna did not guess she was being asked because he insisted that they should.
There was a ball given by Aunt Helena and Uncle Matthew, but it was held at the house in the square as there was an adequate ballroom there. Uncle Peter was present and several celebrated politicians so it was quite an auspicious occasion.
It went off very well and by that time it seemed clear that the friendship between myself and Gervaise was progressing to something deeper.
Uncle Peter had, as he said, made discreet inquiries and discovered that Gervaise was the younger son of a rather illustrious family which claimed to have come over with the Conqueror, but could at least be traced to the fourteenth century. They had fallen on hard times, as had so many of the great families with mansions to keep up and a style of living from which it would be sacrilege to depart because it had been going on for centuries. Gervaise was by no means wealthy; there were two elder brothers and a sister. The estate was in Derbyshire. His father had married a rich heiress which had bolstered up the family fortunes for a few decades. Gervaise had charm, breeding, but a rather inadequate income.
My mother was not in the least perturbed about that. She said they were not fortune hunting for their daughter. She thought Gervaise charming and she could see that I was becoming very fond of him.
On the rare days when I did not see him time seemed long. I missed the laughter and the lighthearted way of looking at life.
“You’re lucky,” said Morwenna with ungrudging admiration. “He is so amusing … but what I like best about him is that he is so kind. Are you going to marry him?”
“I’ll have to wait to be asked.”
“I’m sure he will ask you.”
“Sometimes I am not sure. Has it struck you that, charming as he is, he is not really very serious?”
She was thoughtful. “He makes everything seem amusing, yes, but I think he could probably be serious about some things, and I think he is about you. He is always there. You see each other so frequently.”
“Yes,” I said slowly. And I knew I should be unhappy if he regarded our relationship as something with which to amuse himself for a short time.
We suited each other. It amazed me how, when I was in his company, I responded to him. I was lighthearted, as he was … and everything seemed to be such fun. I had never felt quite so carefree since that incident at the pool. In the first place he had reminded me of it because of the fact that he had dug there with Jonnie. He reminded me of Jonnie, being interested in the same things—and yet with him I felt lighthearted. It was miraculous.
He was a great favorite with the family. My mother had written to my father; she wanted him to come up to London and stay a while. I knew why. It was because she thought that my relationship with Gervaise was growing serious and she wanted him to inspect a possible son-in-law. They tried to be discreet but it was not difficult to see through their discretion.
The season progressed; more parties, more dinners, all of which I shared with Gervaise. We visited the opera; we shared a love of this; we heard the works of Donizetti and Bellini and a young composer, Giuseppe Verdi, whose music I enjoyed more than any. On one occasion the Queen was present. That was a gala event. I watched her, obviously enraptured by the music, now and then turning to the Prince beside her to make some comment.
This season, which I had anticipated with a certain amount of apprehension, was proving to be one of the most exciting and wonderful periods of my life. It was all due to Gervaise, of course.
He had been very interested to meet Grace again. He talked to her about Jonnie and how friendly they had been. Grace had said it had been wonderful to be able to talk about Jonnie; she feared that to do so upset his mother a great deal and so his name was hardly ever mentioned. She found some relief in talking of him. She wanted to hear the little anecdotes he had to tell of their friendship. He made them amusing and it was pleasant to hear them laughing together.
Grace told me that she thought he was one of the most charming men she had ever met and she was happy for me.
“How I wish,” she said, “that Morwenna could find the same happiness.”
“Morwenna will be glad when the season is over,” I replied. “But I don’t think it has been as bad as she expected.”
“The good Gervaise has tried to provide her with escorts. He is a very thoughtful young man.”
I was pleased as I always was when people praised him.
I was certain now that he was going to ask me to marry him and I was equally certain that I was going to say yes.
It happened one day when we were in Kensington Gardens. It was rarely that we were completely alone together. Grace often accompanied us on our walks but on this day Morwenna had had to pay an unexpected visit to her dressmaker and Grace went with her. Gervaise was now accepted as a friend of the family; and so, since Grace was with Morwenna, there was no objection to my going for a walk with him.
We walked to the Round Pond and watched the children playing with their boats, and we strolled down the avenue of trees and sat for a while under them.
He said: “I expect you know what I am going to say, Angelet. I think everyone knows I am going to say it sometime. I was just trying to let a reasonable time elapse … though I don’t see why I should. Why does one feel one must be conventional? If I ask you here I shan’t have to go down on my knees … but I ask you with heartfelt humility, being fully aware of the honor you do me.”
I laughed and said: “Oh, come to the point, Gervaise.”
“I hoped you’d say that. Will you?”
“I think you should be a little more explicit.”
“Marry me,” he said.
“But, of course,” I replied.
He took my hand and kissed it.
“You are unlike anyone else I have ever known. You are frank and honest. Almost any other girl would have hummed and hawed and said it was so sudden.”
“I could hardly say that. You have been a constant visitor to the house ever since the ball. We didn’t think you came to study the architecture.”
“Did you not? Oh dear, I have betrayed myself. Was it so obvious?”
“I think it was. I hoped it was.”
“Oh, Angelet, how wise they were when they named you. You are indeed an angel.”
“Please don’t endow me with saintly qualities. You will certainly be disappointed if you do.”
“Well, I never greatly cared for saints, but angels are another matter. This is wonderful. We shall make plans. An early wedding, don’t you think? You’ll have to meet the family. I’ve met yours so that’s something. We’ll go down soon. They’ll want to arrange things, I suppose. Let them. We’ll just think of ourselves. Contemplate it, my darling. We shall be together for ever and ever.”
“For as long as we both shall live. I love that phrase. There’s something so comforting about it.”
“It was rather miraculous, wasn’t it … coming across you at the ball. Though our paths would have crossed some time or other considering we were both in the same season.”
“And before I thought there was something rather unpleasant about these seasons. You know what I mean. Girls being paraded like that.”
He nodded. “But people have to be brought together, I suppose, and I shall never quarrel with any system that brought me my Angelet.”
“Nor I with one which gave me you.”
“I love you, Angelet.”
“I was waiting to hear you say that.”
“Did you really want me to state the obvious?”
“I couldn’t believe it until I heard it.”
“Now will you state what I hope is obvious?”
“I love you, Gervaise.”
“Then that is settled.”
“How strange that you should have come to Cador.”
“It was clearly fate.”
“But then we did not see each other for all those years.”
“That was because you hadn’t the sense to be older when we met. You had to grow up and when the time was ripe and Fate said, ‘Bring in the lovers …’ and there we were at the Bellington ball.”
“So you believe in fate.”
“I think we make our own.”
“Have you ever been in love before?”
He was silent.
“Confess,” I demanded.
“Must I?”
“Indeed you must. I must know the worst.”
“Well, when I was six years old I was in love with a little girl of eight. We used to go to dancing classes and she bullied me shamefully. My devotion was true and I was faithful to her for six weeks in spite of the brutal manner in which she treated me. She used to pinch my ears.”
“I mean seriously in love.”
“Never. Until now. And you?”
I hesitated.
“At one time I was very fond of Jonnie. And there was someone else.”
“Oh?”
“He was some sort of relation. He came down to Cador for a while to see if estate management would suit him as a career. His name was Benedict.”
“He sounds like a saint or a pope or at least a monk. Weren’t they the ones who made that delicious liqueur? Tell me more of your Benedict.”
“He seemed very handsome and magnificent. I was about ten. I suppose one’s judgment is not to be relied on at that age.”
“You sound as though this hero had feet of clay.”
“Oh no … no. I was ill and he went away and I never saw him again.”
“Then I can curb my jealousy regarding him. Were there others?”
I shook my head emphatically. He smiled at me and I thought: I am happy … happier than I ever thought I should be since …
We sat for a while on the seat watching the little boats on the water, discreetly holding hands.
“Shall we go back and tell them?” he asked.
“Yes,” I replied. “I feel I want to tell everybody.”
“So do I.”
As we came out of the gardens a woman approached us. She was carrying a tray of violets.
“A bunch of vi’lets for the lady,” she said wheedlingly. “Come on, young gentleman … I’ve got children at home and I’ve got to get rid of these ’ere before I go ’ome to them. Can’t go back to little ’uns with nothing in me pocket, can I?”
Gervaise selected the biggest bunch. They were wilting slightly and I was very sorry for the woman who had this basket full of violets, past their first freshness, to sell before she went home to her family.
Gervaise gave the violets to me. He noticed my pity for the woman and I was sure he shared it. He put his hands in his pocket and pulled out a handful of coins. He put them on the woman’s tray. She stared at them.
“Well, sir … well, me lord …” she began. “ ’Ere you are. You bought the blooming lot.”
“Keep them. Sell them.”
“Gawd bless yer.”
“This is our lucky day,” he said.
“Well, bless you sir, if it ain’t mine, too.”
He put his arm through mine. I smelt the violets. They seemed very beautiful to me.
“That was a lot of money you gave her.”
“I had to. I was sorry for her.”
“Because of all those children?”
“Because she’s not us. I am sorry for every man in London who is not engaged to marry Angelet.”
“You say the most delightful things.”
“They will become more delightful as the years pass.”
“I do hope so. Do you believe her story about going home to all those children?”
“No.”
“You didn’t?”
“I expect it is what they call sales patter.”
“But you must have believed her … just for a moment. You gave her all that money.”
“I daresay she needs it more than I do.”
“Gervaise, I believed in those children.”
“You would, my dearest. You are good and pure and unsullied by the wicked ways of the world. To be honest, I don’t care whether it was the truth or not. She’ll be glad of the money. And I want everyone to be happy. Haven’t you ever felt like that?”
“Yes.”
“When?”
“Now,” I said.
And we laughed as we walked back to the house.
They were all delighted with the news.
“I guessed it would happen sooner or later,” said my mother.
“Are you sure you love him?” asked my father.
“Rolf!” cried my mother. “It is clear that she does.”
“He wants us to go to Derbyshire to meet his family,” I told them.
“I think that’s an excellent idea,” said my mother.
“I do hope you are all going to like each other.”
“If the rest of the family are anything like him, we most certainly shall.”
It was arranged that he should take us to his home at the end of the following week. He was writing to his parents to tell them the news.
“I do hope they will be pleased,” I said to Gervaise.
“They’ll be delighted,” he replied. “For the last three years they’ve been saying I should marry and settle down. They think that will steady me.”
“Are you unsteady then?”
“Very much so. I hope you are prepared to take on the steadying process.”
Thinking of the visit, I was a little apprehensive. Everything had gone so smoothly so far. Could it continue to do so?
At the end of the week I went to the Park for a walk with Morwenna and Grace. Grace was talking about my trousseau and she thought it would be a good idea if we looked round while we were in London.
“I could make some of your less important clothes,” she said. “I’d love to. I’d come and stay at Cador for a time … if you’d have me.”
“You know we are always glad to have you.”
“I was not sure. The servants view me with some bewilderment because they don’t know where to place me. Below stairs or above stairs. Married into the family … but not quite worthy of it.”
“Oh, no one takes any notice of that sort of nonsense,” I said.
“They do.”
“Well, if they do, just ignore it.”
“I know. It doesn’t bother me really. Amuses me rather.”
We were seated on a bench. A man had passed by as we were talking. I fancied he paused for a while and looked at us rather intently. He went on for a few steps and then stopped, and turning he came purposefully towards us.
He was looking straight at Grace. “Good morning, Miss Burns. How nice to see you again,” he said.
Grace sat very still and then said slowly and very distinctly: “I think you have made a mistake.”
“Oh? It is Miss Burns, isn’t it? Miss Wilhelmina Burns?”
“N-no. There is no one of that name here.”
“I could have sworn …”
He kept his eyes on her face. He looked very puzzled.
“No,” said Grace firmly.
I said: “This lady is Mrs. Grace Hume.”
He took a few paces back, smiled and bowed. He said: “Madam, you have a double. I do beg your pardon. If you could see Miss Burns you would understand the mistake.”
“It is all right,” said Grace. “We understand.”
He stared at her for a few seconds as though marveling. Then he turned and slowly walked away.
“I suppose we all have our doubles,” said Morwenna. “After all, when you consider we all have two eyes, a nose and a mouth … you’d think a lot of us would look alike.”
“He seemed very insistent,” I commented. “It was almost as though he didn’t believe we were telling the truth and you really were that Miss Wilhelmina … what was it?”
“Burns,” said Morwenna. “Yes, he really did seem as though nothing would convince him that you weren’t.”
Grace said quickly: “Well, as you say, Morwenna, we must all have a double somewhere.”
My mother received a letter from Lady Mandeville saying that she and Sir Horace would be delighted if she, my father and Miss Angelet Hanson would pay them a visit. She thought that if they could possibly stay for two weeks that would give them all a chance to know each other which, in the circumstances, would be desirable.
My mother replied that we were all delighted to accept Lady Mandeville’s kind invitation to Mandeville Court.
I confessed to Gervaise that I suffered a few nervous qualms at the prospect. They were bound to be hypercritical of their prospective daughter-in-law. It was customary in these cases.
“Oh, but they could not fail to be enchanted,” he assured me. “They will say, ‘How on earth did our son manage to secure such a prize?’ ”
“I do not think that is the usual way in which parents regard newcomers to the family.”
“Ordinary rules do not apply to us, surely?”
“Why not?”
“Because no other parent has ever been presented with such a vision of delight.”
“You are absurd.”
“Generally, maybe. But on this occasion I am completely sound and one hundred per cent logical.”
“It is comforting to know that you see me in such a light. I fancy your parents will have a clearer and more penetrating vision.”
“Seriously, Angelet, there is nothing to worry about. They haven’t all that much of a high opinion of me. I am not the apple of the parental eyes, nor the hope of the family. They don’t expect me to marry royalty. All they want is for me to ‘settle down.’ ”
“You’re a great comfort to me, Gervaise.”
“It’s what I intend to be … in one of your favorite phrases, until death do us part.”
We were to leave for Derbyshire at the end of the week, and the days were spent in preparation for the visit. My mother, Grace and I had discussions as to what clothes we would need. “Something for the country,” said Grace, which I had not brought with me. We went to Jay’s in Regent Street; and for the rest I had my evening clothes and riding habit.
“You fuss too much,” said Gervaise. “We shall not be entertaining royalty while you are there.”
It was the day before we were to leave. I was doing some last minute packing when Morwenna came into the room we shared.
She said: “Grace has just come. We’re going for a walk in the Park. I thought you had finished your packing.”
“I have really.”
“Why don’t you come with us?”
“I’d like to.”
“Come on. Get your cloak. I shall miss you very much, Angelet, when you go.”
“It’s only for two weeks.”
“It is wonderful … you and Gervaise. You are so happy together and he is delightful. What I like about him is that although he is so amusing and sometimes cynical … he is so kind.”
“Yes,” I said. “That is what I like about him.”
“You are so lucky,” she said wistfully.
“I know. I wish …” I did not finish but she knew I was about to say that I wished she could find someone like Gervaise. It was what she needed. Poor Morwenna. She had so convinced herself that no one could care for her, that she became awkward and self-effacing in company. She would have loved to make a grand marriage … not so much for herself, but to please her parents.
“Come on,” she said. “We’re keeping Grace waiting.”
We went down together.
“Angelet has decided to come with us,” said Morwenna.
“Oh, I thought you would have too much to do,” said Grace.
“It’s practically done. I’m all ready for the fray, and I thought I’d like a walk in the Park.”
We were talking about the trip to Derbyshire and the coming parties which Morwenna would be attending without me—a prospect she did not relish—when a small boy, barefooted, ragged and unkempt, dashed up and almost knocked Morwenna over. She gave a little cry and put a hand to her side.
“My purse!” she cried. “He’s taken it from the pocket of my cloak.”
We were too stunned to do anything. For a few seconds we stood staring after the boy who was running with Morwenna’s purse in his hands.
And then … a man appeared. He emerged suddenly from a clump of bushes near the path. He was about two yards ahead of the boy. The boy swerved, but he was too late and not sufficiently agile. The man had him in his grip.
He shook him and took the purse from him. Then he suddenly released the boy and gave him a push. The boy scampered off and the man, holding Morwenna’s purse, came walking towards us.
He took off his hat and bowed. “I saw what happened. I’m afraid I let him go. Poor creature, he looked half starved.”
He handed the purse to Morwenna. “Yours, I believe.”
“Oh, thank you,” she said.
There was something familiar about the man. I had seen him before but for the moment could not think where. Then suddenly it came to me. He was the man who had approached us some little time ago because he thought Grace was someone else.
“Why, I do believe …” he said, smiling at Grace. “Yes, of course, you are the lady who bears such a strong resemblance to a lady of my acquaintance.”
Grace smiled. “I remember you,” she said. “We saw you almost at this spot. It is a favorite walk of ours.”
“It is becoming one of mine.” He turned to Morwenna. “I’m afraid that was rather a shock for you.”
“Oh yes,” she said. “It was silly of me really … carrying a purse in that pocket.”
“These people are sharp. They are trained to it, you know. They can almost sniff out a stealable object. Why do we not sit down for a moment.” He indicated a seat.
He was smartly dressed in morning coat and top hat; he was young, the type of man we met in the London social circle.
“I hope you don’t think this is indecorous,” he said. “But perhaps in view of our little adventure …”
“I am so grateful to you,” said Morwenna. “I am glad to have a chance to thank you. I hadn’t much in the purse but it was worked by my mother, and I do value it for that reason.”
“These sentimental gifts cannot be replaced. This makes me doubly happy to have been of assistance.”
“I was so fortunate that you happened to be so near.”
He introduced himself. “I am Justin Cartwright,” he said.
“Do you live near here?” I asked.
“I have been abroad,” he said. “I have only recently returned home. I am staying in London … in a hotel at the moment. I am making plans.”
“That sounds very interesting,” said Morwenna.
He smiled at her. He seemed to be quite interested in her for which I was glad; and she responded. She did not seem to be trying to shrink away. After all, it was her purse which had been stolen; and she could be said to be the center of this adventure.
We chatted a little; and after a while he said he must not detain us further.
Morwenna thanked him again for his help and he left us.
“An interesting man,” said Grace.
“And very kind,” added Morwenna.
“I wonder what his business is and what he has been doing abroad,” I said.
“He was so quick after that boy,” went on Morwenna. “And I am glad he let him go. He said he looked so frightened and he is obviously very, very poor. It was kind of him. Most people would have made a fuss and there would have been a lot of trouble. Goodness knows what would have happened if that boy had been handed over to the law. I’ve been reading Matthew’s book on Prison Reform. Some of the things which happened to those people are quite terrible.”
“They are criminals,” said Grace. “And that boy would have made off with your purse. He will go on doing that sort of thing and will probably steal the purse of someone who depends on what is in it for his next meal.”
“Well, I didn’t,” said Morwenna. “And I am glad he let him go. He was touched by him and I think that shows a good nature.”
“Well,” said Grace, “it is time we went back. It will teach you to be more careful in the future, Morwenna.”
Morwenna said it would; but I could see that she had quite enjoyed the encounter. The theft had been shocking, but the rescuer had been both courteous and attentive to her. That was rare for Morwenna and she seemed to blossom under it.
I wished again that she would lose that sense of inferiority—then I was sure she would be quite attractive.
Discovery on a Honeymoon
GERVAISE HAD LEFT LONDON a few days before we set out for Derbyshire and he was at the station to meet us. He had come in a carriage with the Mandeville arms emblazoned on it and drawn by two rather sprightly gray horses.
When he greeted us he told us how delighted he was to see us and that the family was agog with excitement at the prospect.
Our luggage was put into the carriage by a respectful porter whose manner indicated to us the importance of the Mandevilles in this part of the world; and soon we were riding through the country lanes.
And there was the house.
There had been a Mandeville Court in Tudor times, but the old building had burned down in the early 1600s and a few years later had been rebuilt. It was of a rectangular shape composed of bricks and Portland stone. There was a portico and steps leading to the front door; and the tall windows gave a touch of elegance.
It was a very attractive house though it lacked the antiquity of Cador. In fact it seemed quite modern in comparison; but it was stately and dignified—a house to be proud of.
We were taken immediately into the house where Gervaise introduced us to his parents.
Sir Horace was benign and told us how pleased he was that we were able to come. Lady Mandeville was pleasant but I could see that she was a forceful woman and her gimlet eyes were naturally focused on me.
Then there were the rest of the family: the eldest son, William, who would inherit the title and the estates; Henry, the second son, who was studying law; and Marian, the daughter, the youngest member of the family, slightly younger than I was, I guessed.
We were shown our rooms which were lofty and elegant, and mine, next to that of my parents, looked out on the gardens.
A maid came in to help us unpack, although we could easily have done it ourselves and would have preferred to. One did not need a great deal of baggage for two weeks.
My evening dresses, my riding habit and my “country costumes” were soon all hanging up in the wardrobe and I was washing my hands in the basin provided, when my mother came.
She sat on the bed and smiled at me.
“Well,” she said. “I don’t think it is going to be all that much of an ordeal, do you?”
“I am not sure of Lady Mandeville. She looked at me so piercingly that I thought she was seeing right through me.”
“Well, naturally she would want to get to know her prospective daughter-in-law.”
“I rather like Sir Horace.”
“Yes, he resembles Gervaise.”
“I saw that and it endeared him to me.”
“It’s going to be amusing. The daughter looks as if she could be fun. The brothers are rather serious. I imagine they take after their mother. I shall invite them to Cador, of course.”
“When?” I asked.
“It all depends when the wedding will be. I suppose that is something we shall decide while we are here.”
“I thought I was here on approval.”
“Then don’t. I have an idea that Gervaise is the sort of young man who will make up his own mind without seeking advice; and he has already done that.”
“What does Father think of him?”
“Much the same as I do. He’s interested in the second son … rather naturally because he is in the law … as your father was when he started out.”
“Well, we shall see how it goes.”
“Not nervous now?”
“No. Though I should like to make a good impression. I am sure Gervaise would be happy if I did.”
“All you have to do is be yourself … and you will.”
In the dining room the whole family were assembled. I was seated beside Sir Horace. Lady Mandeville was at the other end of the table with my father next to her. Conversation was mostly about the house, and when we described Cador to them, they were very interested.
They had arranged one or two dinner parties so that we could meet the family’s friends who lived in the neighborhood; and they were pleased to hear that I enjoyed riding.
Once or twice I caught Marian’s eye across the table. I could almost imagine that she winked at me. My father talked about some of the old customs of Cornwall and they were very interested in these.
“We are not so imaginative here in Derbyshire,” said Sir Horace. “I do not think we would accept the story of those little people finding gold in a tin mine.”
“I would say we were more realistic,” put in Lady Mandeville.
My mother told them the story of the Bells of St Branok to which they listened with the utmost skepticism, but which sent shivers through me; and I wished that subject had not been brought up.
“Cornwall must be quite different from the rest of England,” said Lady Mandeville.
“Oh, it is,” declared my mother. “I am only half Cornish … through my father, and Rolf … well, he is what is called a foreigner there. You are right when you say it is different. I hope you will visit it and see for yourselves.”
They all declared they would be delighted to do so.
“Tomorrow,” said Lady Mandeville, “I shall show you the house … if you wish to see it; and I will tell you some of the tales which have been handed down to us. We have had our adventures. The Wars of the Roses … the Great Rebellion … but all perfectly natural. As I say, we are a down-to-earth people here.”
“It will be most fascinating,” said my mother.
Then we chatted about the past and the eldest son, William, talked of the estate, and the young one in an aside to my father about the changes in law over the last few years; and the evening passed pleasantly.
I felt the worst of the ordeal was over.
I was right. After the first two days when I thought I was on trial, I began to enjoy the visit. I was falling more and more in love with Gervaise every day. I began to form a friendship with Marian; the fact that she was about a year younger than I was made me feel like an elder sister. And as I had always wanted to be a sister—preferably an elder one—I felt very contented.
I found the house very attractive but was secretly glad that Gervaise and I would not be living in it. Gervaise said he would like to live in London. He had never been exactly a country boy—unlike his brothers.
Henry would have a practice in law and might well go to London, possibly Derby or some big city; William would run the estate with his father; and Marian would have a season next year and then presumably marry.
We rode together; we attended the dinner parties which had been arranged, and the neighbors came and inspected me as Gervaise’s future wife. It was all according to convention. I had done just what was expected of a young girl, and had done it rather successfully. I had had my season and before it was over I was engaged to be married to the approval of both our families. All that had to follow now was the wedding.
My father and Sir Horace talked of settlements of which I did not want to hear for they seemed mercenary to me. Lady Mandeville and my mother talked about the wedding, which would, of course, take place at Cador.
The Mandevilles would travel to Cornwall then; they would not come before as it was such a long journey; but the two families had this excellent opportunity of exchanging views on the subject now.
Both sides agreed that there should be no undue delay. This meant that the Mandevilles had put their seal upon the matter.
Marian and I were a good deal together. We had quite a lot in common besides our age. I had just been presented; she soon would be; she wanted to hear all about it.
I told her of the dancing classes, the curtsies which had to be practiced endlessly, the brief moment with the Queen … and then the season.
“And the whole thing is arranged to get us married,” she said. “Well, it worked with you.”
“I had a good start. I knew Gervaise before, when he came down to Cornwall to dig. He was a friend of my cousin who was killed in the Crimea.”
“Yes, I know. I heard. The family thought Gervaise might take up archaeology then. He seemed really keen … but he dropped it, of course.”
“Why do you say ‘of course’ like that?”
“Well, he never wants to do anything for long … except racing. I reckon he’ll get his own stables, one day. It’s the thing he’s really keen on.”
“Yes,” I said. “I know.”
“The family don’t like it … not after what happened to great-great and probably a lot more greats grandfather Sir Elmore. He gambled the family estate away. You’ll see him in the gallery. I’ll show him to you. Ever since that happened the family have been terrified of the horses.”
“Ah,” I said, “skeletons in the cupboard?”
“We have a few. I expect most people have. You too …?”
“I’m sure of it.”
“It’s rather fun getting them out and having a look at them. We ought to do that more often. It can be a lesson to us all.”
“You must show me the reckless Sir Elmore, one day.”
“I will. I expect you like the horses too.”
“I like riding them.”
“I didn’t mean horses. I meant the horses … which means gambling on them.”
“I’ve never gambled. I don’t have the urge to.”
“Then you will keep Gervaise on an even keel, as they say. Don’t give him any rein … that’s apt … or he’ll be galloping off which he can do rather recklessly. Papa has had to bail him out once or twice. Oh, I am sorry. I’m upsetting your rose-colored picture of him. Don’t take any notice. My brother Gervaise is the nicest person in the whole world. I love him dearly. If I wasn’t his sister and he weren’t engaged to you I’d want to marry him. He has the sweetest nature. I’m sure I shall never find anyone half as nice.”
“I know.”
“He’s much nicer than my other brothers. They are steady as rocks. … But Gervaise is the one for me.”
“I feel that too,” I told her.
“I’m glad you are going to marry him. We all think it is most suitable.”
“Oh, thank you.”
“And what is nice is your people like Gervaise, too.”
“They think he is charming.”
“So it is the ideal match. … I wonder what will happen to me when I come out.”
“For that,” I said, “we must wait and see.”
Marian showed me the picture of the reckless Sir Elmore.
“He gambled and gambled and in the end he wagered the house in the hope of recuperating all his losses.”
“And he won?”
“No, he did not. He lost.”
“But the house remained in the family’s possession?”
“Only because the eldest son married a rich woman … just in the nick of time. It was a great self-sacrifice. He did it for Mandeville Court. But then later he weakened and went back to his first love and he set her up in part of the house. He refused to give her up. One day she disappeared. They say the wife murdered her … pushed her out of a window and buried her late at night. She is supposed to haunt the place.”
“And that’s one of the skeletons. And a ghost! I thought your mother said that only natural things happened here.”
“Oh, she refuses to accept the story of the ghost. I do though. I think all old houses ought to have a ghost. Don’t you think Sir Elmore is handsome?”
“Yes, he is.”
“I always think he has a twinkle in his eyes … just like Gervaise has. You can imagine how, ever since, there has been a horror of anyone in the family ever falling into the clutches of ‘the horses.’ ”
“And Gervaise has?”
“I don’t know that it is necessarily horses, though I suppose they come into it. He just likes doing unusual things. My father wishes that he had taken up something like the law … something which would have a steadying influence. They weren’t very keen on archaeology, but it was better than nothing.”
“I thought he was very keen on that when he came to Cador.”
“He is keen … while it lasts. Someday he will find something he really wants to do and then he will do it better than anyone else ever has before.”
And after that I often went to the gallery to look at Sir Elmore.
One day Lady Mandeville came upon me there. I did not hear her arrive. I was standing before the portrait of the man who interested me so much and she was beside me before I realized it.
“A good portrait, is it not?” she said. “There is something quite lifelike about it.”
“Yes, one could imagine he is laughing at us.”
She nodded. “Do you know the story of him?”
“Marian told me.”
She was silent for a moment. Then she turned to me and said: “It’s a weakness in the family. They have no respect for money. I think you have been very sensibly brought up. That is why I feel I can talk to you.”
I felt flattered. I knew that she had accepted me, but I did not know she had any great opinion of my wisdom.
She looked over her shoulder and lowered her voice. “You will have to look after Gervaise,” she said. “I believe you can. That is why I am delighted by this marriage. William and Henry take after me. I have no qualms about them. Gervaise is a Mandeville through and through.”
“Oh yes …”
“Indeed yes. They are very charming. His father is just the same … but they have no respect for money. One has to keep a watch on them. I have with Sir Horace. I am telling you this, and then we will say no more about it. When I married into the family Sir Horace’s finances were in disorder. I brought a large fortune with me and ever since then I have managed the affairs of this household. That is the way I have brought the family back to prosperity. You may think I should not be talking thus, but I am doing it because you are a sensible girl. I am pleased that you are to marry Gervaise. He is a delightful young man in almost every way, but he is reckless where money is concerned. He is a member of a family which simply does not understand how to handle it. When he has it, it slips through his fingers. You must keep him away from the gaming tables. You’ll manage it, my dear, as I have with his father. There! I have said my say. And I think it is right that you should know this. You will be very happy with my son. He is a very good and kindly young man. He would be perfect but for this one weakness, and I think it is only right that you should be aware of it.”
She patted my cheek lightly and went on: “You are amazed that your future mother-in-law should talk to you thus. But I do so because I like you. I like your family; I trust you; and I know you are going to be to Gervaise what I have been to his father.”
After that encounter with Lady Mandeville there seemed to be a special friendship between us. She talked to me about the house and I understood that it meant a great deal to her. I realized that she loved it with a deeper passion than the rest of the family did, although she had only come to it through marriage. She was like a convert to a new faith who seems more deeply devoted than those who had been born to it.
Somehow the knowledge that Gervaise had some weaknesses only endeared him to me. After all, paragons of virtue are often rather dull and difficult to live up to.
No one saw any reason why the marriage should be delayed.
Two months would give us ample time, said my mother. As soon as we returned to London we would begin our preparations. The Mandevilles would come to Cornwall for the wedding.
My parents came to my room and I could see from their expressions that there was going to be a serious discussion.
“It’s the settlement,” said my father.
“Oh, I don’t want to hear about that.”
“You must be sensible, darling,” said my mother. “It’s the usual arrangement, that’s all.”
“But why does this have to be done? It’s like paying Gervaise to take me.”
“It’s just a guarantee that you are not going to your husband penniless.”
“I am sure Gervaise never thought of money.”
“I am sure he didn’t. But your mother and I want you to know that you are taking this money with you … and …”
My father bit his lip and my mother went on: “It’s in your name. It is something that’s there, you know … and it can’t be touched without a lot of negotiations with lawyers.”
“I don’t understand what this is all about.”
My father said: “On the advice of Sir Horace and Lady Mandeville I did it this way. They didn’t want you to have money which could be easily accessible …”
“They seem to think that Gervaise can be a little reckless with money and it was wise to … tie it up a bit” put in my mother.
“I wish you hadn’t done it,” I said.
“It’s all right Angelet,” insisted my mother. “It’s always done.”
I did not like this, particularly the suggestion that Gervaise could not be trusted, and the talk of settlements cast a little cloud over my happiness. I had been made to understand that Gervaise was a little extravagant; he was not always thinking about wealth; he was over-generous. I remembered how he had given the flower-woman that money when he had bought me a bunch of violets.
I liked it. He wanted to give pleasure to people and if he were a little extravagant in doing so, I liked him for that too.
I would forget all about this sordid business of settlements and money and think about my wedding day.
All the way up to London we were taking excitedly about the coming wedding.
“Two months,” my mother was saying. “It really doesn’t give us a great deal of time. While we are in London we must do some more shopping. It would be nice to have the dresses made here in London … but I don’t quite see how. Perhaps we could buy the materials here and have them made up in Plymouth. However, we’ll see. I think, Rolf, we should have another week at least. We’ll need that.”
My father thought he ought to return to Cador. “But you and Angelet could stay a little longer,” he added.
“All right,” replied my mother. “You go ahead. Grace will be very helpful. She seems to have a natural flair for clothes. I always think she looks so elegant. I fancy she is a little lonely. What a sad life … to lose one’s husband almost immediately after marriage.”
I was to return to Helena’s and Matthew’s and my parents were staying at the house in the square, so the cab would drop me first; and while my bags were being taken into the house, Helena came out.
I could tell immediately that she was extremely distraught.
I cried: “What has happened?”
She stared at me for a few seconds, then she burst out: “Morwenna has disappeared.”
The cabby was quickly paid off and instead of going straight to the house in the square, my parents stayed.
As soon as we were inside, Helena said: “She has just … disappeared. It was two days ago.”
“Disappeared?” cried my father. “But … how?”
“Grace was coming and they were going out together, and when Grace came the maid went up to Morwenna’s room to call her and the room was empty. The time went on … and Grace was waiting there. She said she would go over to my mother’s house to see if Morwenna was there. It was unlikely, but we did not know. We thought she had to be somewhere. She wasn’t there, of course. And then we began to get worried.
“Grace was a great help. She went back to her own place to see if Morwenna had gone there and they had just missed each other. She wondered whether there had been some misunderstanding about arrangements. Of course, Morwenna rarely went out on her own. We never thought it was right that she should … but on isolated occasions she might have done so. Well, the plain fact is that she has gone. We can’t find her anywhere.”
“Has she taken anything with her?”
“No … only what she was wearing … everything seems to be here. … It is just as though she has walked out.”
“Surely she would never do that,” said my mother.
“She was always nervous about going to places,” I said. “She always wanted someone with her.”
“It’s been driving us mad.”
“And she has been gone two days?”
“We haven’t known what to do.”
“The police should be told,” said my father.
“We have told them … and we have sent word to her parents. I just can’t think what has happened.”
“If there had been an accident we should have heard.”
My father was thoughtful. “You … don’t think she has been kidnapped?”
“Kidnapped?” cried Helena. “Who would kidnap her?”
“I was thinking of a ransom,” said my father. “There was some mention in the paper a few weeks back about mining in Cornwall and how successful the Pencarron Mine was. I saw something about Josiah Pencarron’s daughter, Morwenna, being in London for the season. I just wondered …”
“Good Heavens,” murmured my mother. “It seems feasible.”
“What would they do to her?” I asked in terror.
My mother turned away. “They would have to treat her well. She would be their bargaining counter.”
“It’s terrible” I cried. “Morwenna … of all people. I wish she had come with us.”
We did not know how to act. The police were making inquiries. No one had any information except the maid who thought she had seen Morwenna leaving the house late on the night before her disappearance.
We could not understand that. Why should Morwenna have left the house late at night? There was no letter or anything in her room to give an indication that she had been called away. But who could have called her at that time of night?
None of us could understand what it could mean.
The maid thought her bed might not have been slept in although it had been turned back and made to seem as though it could have been.
We sat there in terrible dismay. We all felt we should be taking some action. But what? Morwenna just walking out of the house. It didn’t make sense. There must have been a reason. There must have been a message if she went of her own accord.
And her departure might not have been discovered until about twelve hours after she left. What could have happened during those fateful twelve hours?
Uncle Peter came to the house with Aunt Amaryllis.
“This is an extraordinary affair,” he said. He felt certain that Morwenna had been kidnapped and that sooner or later a ransom would be demanded. Then we should have to go very carefully from there.
“But what is so strange,” said my mother, “is that she appears to have gone willingly.”
“She must have left some message,” said Aunt Amaryllis.
“The servants have been questioned,” Helena reminded her. “Nothing has been found.”
Uncle Peter said: “She was probably lured out of the house to where her kidnappers were waiting.”
“She would never have done such a thing,” I cried. “She would have been scared. If I had been here she would have told me. This wouldn’t have happened if I had been here.”
“It is all very mysterious,” said Uncle Peter, “and unfortunate that she should be staying at this house.”
I felt impatient with him. He was afraid, even at a time like this, that there would be some scandal which would harm Matthew’s parliamentary image; yet he would also be wondering if there might not be some good publicity in it. I could imagine his weighing this up. It was how he looked on everything.
“What we have to think about is Morwenna,” I said. “Where it happened is not important. All that matters is that it has happened.”
“We have to consider all the details carefully,” put in my father. “Where it happened … might be very important.”
“Her parents will know by now,” said Aunt Helena. “I can’t bear to think what their feelings are at this moment.”
“But what are we going to do?” I asked.
“We shall hear something in due course,” said Uncle Peter. “There will be a demand for a ransom, I expect. It has probably been sent to her parents. They are the ones they will have their eyes on.”
“It will be terrible for them,” said my mother.
I imagined Mr. and Mrs. Pencarron receiving a demand for money in exchange for the return of their daughter and threatening … what? … if they did not comply.
I felt frantic with anxiety. I could not bear to think of Morwenna in the hands of desperate men.
Later that day Mr. and Mrs. Pencarron arrived in London. They had aged considerably. It was immediately clear that they had no news of Morwenna.
“I can’t understand all this,” said Mr. Pencarron. “Our girl … what has she done? Why should they do this to her?”
“We should never have let her come to London,” mourned Mrs. Pencarron. “I always knew it was a wicked place.”
“We’ll find her,” said my father firmly.
“You will, won’t you?” pleaded Mrs. Pencarron. “What do you think they are doing to her?”
“They won’t harm her, that’s for sure,” replied my father. “They can only bargain for her if she is alive and well.”
“Alive … you don’t think …”
“Oh no … no … What I am telling you is that if she is well they can bargain for her. I expect sooner or later they will be asking for some money.”
“I’ll do anything to get my girl back,” cried Mr. Pencarron. “They can have all I’ve got.”
“We’d do anything … anything,” sobbed Mrs. Pencarron.
I went to her and put my arms round her. “She’s all right, Mrs. Pencarron. I know she’ll be all right.”
“Did she say anything to you?” she asked piteously. “Did she seem frightened that someone was going to take her away?”
“I was in Derbyshire with my parents,” I explained. “I wasn’t here. But I just feel she is all right. She must be.”
“And you weren’t here,” said Mrs. Pencarron almost accusingly.
I shook my head.
They were absolutely brokenhearted. Mrs. Pencarron kept telling everyone that she had given up hope of having a child … and then they had their little Morwenna. They would give anything … anything they had …
“If the press come round don’t tell them that,” said Uncle Peter. “The demand will go up. We will have to play this carefully.”
We were all relying on Uncle Peter. The existence of his dubious clubs from which he had made his great fortune was what my father called an open secret in the family, which meant that everyone knew of it and kept up the pretense that Uncle Peter’s business was perfectly respectable. But he would have knowledge of the underworld; all kinds of people came to his clubs; the matter would be better in his hands than anyone else’s.
He said there should not be too much said about the case until there was some notion as to what it was all about.
There must come a demand soon. The best thing for us to do was to wait for it.
It was hard. It was four days since Morwenna had disappeared and there was no news.
The Pencarrons, who had been taken off by my mother to Uncle Peter’s house where there was room for them, did not help matters. They were in a state of utter despair. If I had a chance I would tell Morwenna that she must never again think of herself as unloved. She meant everything to her parents.
Uncle Peter was making inquiries. The police were asking questions and we were all getting desperate. And then, one morning, when I was thinking, Here is another day without news, a cab drew up at the door and from it alighted Morwenna. She was not alone. A man was with her. I recognized him at once. He was Justin Cartwright, the man who had retrieved her purse when it was stolen from her.
“Morwenna!” I cried. “Where have you been?”
I was so delighted to see her that I had to stop myself from bursting into tears of relief. I hugged her to make sure she was real. I gazed at her. She looked very happy.
“Where have you been?” I demanded. “We have all been frantic.”
She turned to the man and said: “This is my husband, Angelet. I eloped with him. We were married at Gretna Green.”
The first thing I had to do was to get her to her parents and we set off immediately. As soon as the door was opened I shouted into the house: “She’s here. Morwenna’s back.”
There were exclamations of joy as, it seemed, the entire household were running into the hall. When the Pencarrons saw their daughter they flew at her and the three of them were there in a sort of huddle … just clinging to each other. There were tears in Mrs. Pencarron’s eyes. I could see her lips moving and I knew she was thanking God for giving her her daughter back. They did not ask for explanations. All they cared about was that she was back with them; she was safe and unharmed; and they were ready to forget their sufferings in the sheer joy of having her returned to them.
“Oh, Ma and Pa,” she said at last. “I didn’t think you’d be so worried.”
Then came the explanations.
“It was thoughtless of us,” said Justin Cartwright. “I take the blame. I persuaded her. She didn’t want to do it this way. But I feared objections. I could not bear the thought of losing her.”
Morwenna was smiling happily. I could not believe this. She was like a different person. She had cast off that hangdog look; she was desired, wanted; she was loved; she had had a romantic wedding and it was quite easy to see that she adored her husband.
I could have been angry with her if I was not so delighted. This was what I had always wanted for Morwenna. It was a pity she had had to put us all through such an ordeal to achieve it.
“You see,” explained Morwenna, “it all happened so suddenly.”
Justin went on humbly, looking at Mr. Pencarron, “The moment I saw your daughter I knew she was the only one for me. I fell in love at first sight. I did not believe in such things … until now. I am afraid I acted thoughtlessly. But I was overwhelmed. I had to persuade her. … You se e, I feared there might be obstacles. I know I’m not good enough … and I was afraid. I can only hope that you will forgive me for all the terrible suffering I have caused you.”
“Well, I never,” said Mrs. Pencarron. “It’s like something out of a book.”
Uncle Peter was standing by, faintly cynical; not so Mr. Pencarron. It seemed to him the most natural thing in the world that a young man seeing his daughter should fall in love with her so madly that he persuaded her to elope with him.
“Morwenna wanted to leave a note,” went on Justin Cartwright, smiling wryly at Mr. Pencarron, “but I was afraid you would have us followed and prevent the marriage. I am entirely to blame. I hope … that Morwenna will give you a good account of me.”
Mr. Pencarron said gruffly: “Are you happy, my girl?”
“Oh, Pa … I am, I am.”
“Then that’s all we want don’t we, Mother?”
“That’s all we want,” said his wife.
Uncle Peter sent to the cellars for champagne that we might drink the health of the newlyweds.
“Then,” he added, “I daresay Mr. and Mrs. Pencarron will want to have a little talk with their son-in-law.”
There was a great deal of consternation in the family. Who was this Justin Cartwright? It seemed that he had no definite employment. He had been abroad for some years and had just returned home and was wondering what he would do. He had a little money and was what was called a gentleman of independent means. He and Morwenna would not be rich but he could provide for his wife—albeit modestly.
The police were called off the hunt. It was just another case of elopement. They turned up now and then and they wished people would give a little more thought to the trouble they were causing.
Uncle Peter thought that the incident could be of a little use to Matthew for the happy bride had been staying at his house. “People love a little romance,” he said. “Nothing like it for fixing one in the mind of the electorate. They’ll forget what happened, but they will remember it was a romantic affair and that it happened in your house. Romance only happens to nice people. It will be of some little use, I daresay.” The Pencarrons wanted their daughter and her husband to return with them to Cornwall for a proper wedding. This Gretna Green method was all very well, but what they had fancied for their Morwenna was a wedding with veil and orange blossom in St Ervan’s Church with guests in Pencarron Manor to follow.
So this was to take place; and I was sure Justin would be offered some executive post in the mine—although it was difficult to imagine him in that capacity. He seemed to me entirely the man about town.
Although it was a great relief to have Morwenna back with us safe and well, there were certain misgivings. Uncle Peter thought that it was very likely that the man was an adventurer; being one himself he very probably recognized another.
Grace was delighted for Morwenna. She said that even if she had been married because she was an heiress, was that not the reason why so many debutantes were married? It was absurd to hold up one’s hand in horror because someone had used a rather different method with the same object in view.
She said Morwenna was a girl who needed romance to pull her out of that mood of self-deprecation into which she had fallen, and what could be a better antidote to that than an elopement? Justin Cartwright at worst could be the same as many men who, during the season, were looking for an advantageous marriage; at best it could be genuine love which had prompted him to elope with Morwenna.
“Let us hope it is the latter,” she added.
And that was what we all did.
The Pencarrons returned to Cornwall, taking Morwenna and her husband with them. There was to be that ceremony at St Ervan’s and they would start making plans.
As for myself, I remained a little longer in London; Grace was with us most of the time; we bought materials and talked of wedding plans. Gervaise came to London and we had a few wonderful days together; we went again to the opera and we had luncheon alone together—permitted now that we were officially engaged. And then I said goodbye to Gervaise.
I should not see him again until we married.
Back at Cador there was no talk of anything but the coming wedding. Morwenna had had her ceremony. They had thought it best to have the whole thing completed so that they would feel that Morwenna was really married and they could not feel that until the ceremony in St Ervan’s took place. So there were hasty preparations. Morwenna had her white gown and orange blossom; she was married in the church and many returned to Pencarron to take part in the reception.
I wished I had been there in time to participate.
“Never mind,” said Morwenna, “I shall certainly come to yours.”
She was like a different person. There was no doubt that she was happy and, as she had never expected to be, she enjoyed it all the more. In those days she went about in a state of dazed bliss. Justin was very tender to her. I liked him for that, although I could not rid myself of the idea which Uncle Peter had sown in my mind that he might be an adventurer. The Pencarrons were certainly very wealthy and Morwenna was their only child. Marriage with her must seem a good proposition to any needy young man seeking an heiress.
But when his father-in-law offered to take him into the business he politely declined. He was grateful. It was a great honor, Morwenna told me he said, but he could not do it.
“He is so noble,” she went on. “He says he wants to support his wife without the help of her father. He can do it, and although she may not be as rich in her new life as she was with her parents, she would be well looked after. Wasn’t that wonderful of him? You see, he is so used to living in town. He wouldn’t fit into a rural society.”
“I can see that,” I said.
“He’s like Gervaise. You couldn’t see him in the country either, could you?”
I admitted she was right.
“Pa has offered to give us a house in London for a wedding present but he is having difficulty in getting Justin to agree to take it. You see, he doesn’t want to take anything.”
“Where was he living then?” I asked.
“In a hotel.”
“He could hardly expect you to live in a hotel.”
“No. So I think that for my sake he will accept Pa’s offer. They don’t really want me to go to London. They would like us to settle here.”
“What do you feel about it, Morwenna?”
“Oh, I want to be where Justin is. Mother and Pa can come up and stay with us … often. And we can come down here.”
“It sounds like a good arrangement. And you are very happy, aren’t you, Morwenna?”
She nodded. “Life is wonderful,” she said. “So unexpected. Those awful balls … those dinner parties. I never knew what to say to anybody and I would sit there feeling that everyone was trying to think up excuses to get away from me.”
“And Justin changed all that.”
“He was quite different from anyone else. He really wanted to be with me. He listened to what I had to say. He made me feel that I was interesting. It has changed everything.”
“I hope you will always be as happy as you are now, Morwenna.”
“I shall always be happy as long as I have Justin.”
I thought: The man is a miracle worker. He has changed her completely. Or is it simply Love?
The weeks flew by. My wedding dress was ready. We had it made in Plymouth. It lacked the grandeur of my court dress but it was very beautiful. There was my veil and orange blossom. I should be the typical bride.
As Morwenna had been, I was married in St Ervan’s. My father gave me away and Morwenna was my matron of honor. Gervaise was a very handsome bridegroom and I was proud of him. The reception followed, toasts were drunk and, with the help of Gervaise, I cut the cake. We left the guests while I went up to change into my going-away costume.
Grace and my mother were with me. My mother was emotional as most mothers are when their daughters get married. I suppose they think the relationship will never be the same again, and they have lost some part of a daughter to a stranger.
I threw my arms about her, remembering all we had been to one another.
I said: “We are going to see each other often. I shall come to Cador and you must come to London.”
She nodded, too tearful to speak.
We were to live in London. My parents, as the Pencarrons had with Morwenna, were presenting us with a house as a wedding present. It seemed the most sensible of gifts to a married pair who had to find a home for themselves. Morwenna and I promised each other that we would have an exciting time helping each other to choose our new homes; and one thing which delighted us was that we should be neighbors.
The prospect ahead seemed full of pleasure; and in the meantime Gervaise and I were about to leave on our honeymoon which was to be spent in the South of France.
Grace patted the sleeve of my jacket and smoothed the skirt. We had bought it in London and she had helped to choose it. I felt it was very elegant and there was a little hat with a curling blue-tinted ostrich feather with it.
“You look lovely,” said my mother. “Doesn’t she, Grace?”
Grace agreed.
And then I went down to Gervaise who was waiting for me and whose looks told me that he agreed with them.
When we arrived at the station the train was already in. We had a first-class carriage to ourselves.
“How fortunate!” I cried.
“Arranged,” said Gervaise, “with Machiavellian cunning.”
And we were laughing together.
We were to stay the first night in a London hotel before we continued our journey the next day.
“It will be the first time I have ever been out of England,” I said.
“Is that why you are so excited?”
“The sole reason,” I told him.
“Angelet,” he said severely, “you must not tell your husband lies.”
“What will you do if I decide I shall?”
“I shall be forced to take drastic action.”
“Such as?”
“You’ll find out.”
And so we bantered.
The journey, which had previously always seemed so long, now seemed quite short; and there we were coming into Paddington Station.
I was full of admiration for the manner in which Gervaise guided me through, having summoned a porter to take the baggage. Soon we were in a cab.
What a man of the world! I thought proudly.
Our room overlooked the Park. It was quite a splendid room with heavy brocade curtains, gilded furniture and a bed which I imagined could have been used by Louis XIV.
“The bridal suite,” announced Gervaise. “All arranged efficiently by your father, I must tell you.”
“He didn’t tell me.”
“No, it was to be a surprise.”
“It’s very grand.”
“Well, it is our wedding night.”
I changed into a dinner dress and we went down to dine. Eager-to-please waiters hovered; the discreet music was delightful; and Gervaise was sitting opposite me telling me how much he loved me.
It was a beautiful night. There was a moon which seemed suitable for the occasion. From the balcony we could look over the Park which seemed to have become mysterious and unreal. He put an arm about me, his fingers caressing my neck. Then he took the pins from my hair and let it fall about my shoulders.
He drew me back into the room. He took my face in his hands and said: “For so long I have waited for you, Angelet. I have wanted you so much. You wouldn’t understand …”
Then he kissed me as he had never kissed me before. I felt startled. I was innocent but not ignorant. I knew of the relationships between the sexes in theory. It should be something precious; it made a bond between people, such as that between my parents, Helena and Matthew, Uncle Peter and Aunt Amaryllis. It was easy to see there was this special bond between them. But there was another side to it. There was something I had glimpsed on that never-to-be-forgotten day there at the pool.
And suddenly without warning it came upon me … the terrible fear. I was back there. It was as vivid as it had been on that day.
I seemed to see those other features … the feel of his hands … his breath on my face.
I heard myself scream: “No, no.”
I tried to withdraw my hands but he held them tightly.
“Let me go,” I cried. “Let me go.”
He released me, staring at me in amazement.
“Angelet, what’s wrong? What is it?”
The sound of his voice, so tender, so loving, reassured me. I was being foolish.
“I … I don’t … know,” I stammered.
“There’s nothing to be afraid of. I’m not going to hurt you. I wouldn’t hurt you for the world.”
“No … I know. It is just that …”
He would have taken me in his arms but I shrank away from him.
“Angelet, what on earth has happened? You’re looking at me as though I’m a stranger … a monster.”
And I thought: I shall never forget. It will always be there.
I turned away from him and flung myself onto the bed. Involuntary sobs shook my body.
He was lying beside me, his arms about me. “Tell me, Angelet. Tell me all about it.”
I knew then that he had not changed. I had nothing to fear from him. But I knew, too, that I could no longer bear the burden of my secret.
I just lay there silently; now and then shaken by a sob. He held me tightly.
“It’s all right, Angelet,” he said. “What are you afraid of? There is nothing to fear. I promise you that. Tell me what it is that worried you.”
I buried my face against him and I heard myself say: “It was what happened at the pool.”
“At the pool?”
“It’s so long ago … but it still seems clear to me. It always has been like that. It goes away and then it comes back. It comes back so suddenly. It will always be like that.”
“What? Tell me.”
I took a deep breath. Then it came out: “There was a man who escaped from Bodmin Prison. There was a great deal of talk about him … pictures of him. I was alone by the pool. I had tied up my horse, Glory … I went down to look at the pool … and he was there. He talked for a while. I thought he was a visitor who wanted to know the way … and then suddenly he changed.” I was shivering now. It was all coming back so clearly. “He looked at me … he put out his hands and seized me.”
“Oh my God,” said Gervaise.
“I knew what he would do to me … what he had done to that girl he murdered. I fought him. But I was only a child and he …”
I could feel the horror rising in Gervaise. It was like a physical thing.
“Someone came … and saved me. He fought with the murderer … who fell and caught his head on a stone. I remember the stone. It was part of that wall you found when you came down to dig.”
“I know … I remember.”
“It killed him. We threw his body in the pool. They all thought he had escaped. But he didn’t. He is lying at the bottom of the pool … where we put him.”
He did not speak. I knew he was too shocked. He just held me tightly, then he murmured my name and called me his little love, his darling.
“You see, Gervaise, I never told anyone. … You are the first …”
“I’m glad you told me,” he said.
“I had to. I had to make you understand.”
“I understand,” he said.
There was a silence and then I said: “What are you thinking of, Gervaise?”
“I am thinking of it. I can’t stop thinking of it.”
“It was terrible. It had all happened so quickly. Everything before had been easy … simple … and after that …”
“Of course, of course.”
“We shouldn’t have done it, should we? But you see he was fighting with Ben.”
“Ben?”
“Benedict. We called him Ben. He said that the man would have been hanged for murder and that was an easy way out for him. I don’t think Ben felt it as much as I did.”
“Well, he wouldn’t. He wasn’t nearly assaulted and murdered.”
“No.”
“You mustn’t shiver like this. I am going to send for some brandy. It’ll steady you. It’ll soothe you. My poor, poor Angelet, and you have had this on your mind ever since!”
He went to the bell rope and pulled it. Then he came back to me and put his arms about me.
“I’m glad you told me,” he said. “And all that time you kept it to yourself.”
I nodded. “I’m glad you know. I nearly told my mother once or twice … but I didn’t. There are only two of us who know … Ben and myself … and now you, of course.”
He kissed me tenderly.
There was a knock on the door. It was a waiter. Gervaise ordered the brandy and came back to me.
He said: “Where is Ben now?”
“He’s in Australia. He went there to find gold.”
“And you have not heard from him all these years?”
“I expect Uncle Peter hears from him now and then.”
“My dear, dear Angelet, how old were you when this happened?”
“Ten … I think.”
“My poor child.”
“Gervaise, were we wrong? What should we have done? You see, we didn’t know what to do. He was lying there dead.”
“Perhaps you could have told people what had happened.”
“But Ben said they would say we killed him. You didn’t know about my grandfather. He was sent to Australia for seven years for killing a man. It was in more or less the same circumstances. He was with some gypsies and a man tried to assault one of the girls. My grandfather fought with him and killed him. He would have been hanged for murder if my grandmother had not had an influential father.”
“Surely this was different.”
There was a knock on the door. The brandy had arrived.
“Drink this,” said Gervaise. “It will soothe you. It’ll make you feel better.”
“I feel better now I have told you.”
“I’m glad of that.”
“I had to, hadn’t I? Otherwise you would have thought I didn’t love you. I do love you, Gervaise. I want everything to be right between us. It was just then … that it all came back to me.”
He put an arm round me as I sipped the brandy.
“You mustn’t worry,” he said. “It’s all long ago. You’ve got to put it out of your mind.”
I shivered. “Can you ever put such a thing out of your mind?”
“I think you will in time. You’ve taken a step towards it tonight. I’m here with you … for the rest of our lives … here to help you … to care for you.”
“That’s a wonderful thought.”
He took the glass from me and kissed me.
“You did nothing wrong,” he said. “You helped to hide him, it’s true. It was the best way perhaps. His death was accidental. He brought it on himself. You have to forget it.”
“I have tried to forget. I do for long periods … and then it comes back as it did tonight.”
“It’s left a scar,” said Gervaise. “I understand. But we are going to heal that scar. I’m going to help you forget. I shall do everything I can to make you happy. What you saw on that day was ugly, but ugliness exists in the world. You have confused it with love. Believe me, the two are miles apart. You will understand. I will make you understand, and then you will know the difference and you will not be afraid any more.”
How tender he was. He soothed me. I felt as though a burden had been lifted from me. It was no longer the secret locked within me. I had shared it and it had become lighter.
I shall never forget that night—my wedding night. He understood so well. His greatest quality was that he respected the feelings of other people and he could put himself in their place. He had sympathy for everyone, I was to discover. If he wanted to make life easy for himself, he did for others at the same time. His sympathy and understanding was balm to me.
I lay in his arms all night—just that. He knew my feelings; I had shown them clearly enough. He knew that I had to banish the horror of that encounter from my mind; I had to understand the difference between lust and love before we could be lovers.
I realized later how fortunate I was in him, how much I owed to him.
I slept at last, comforted, because he shared my secret.
We traveled through France to the auberge on the edge of the mountains. We were staying in a village about a mile from the big and fashionable resort on the coast. Gervaise had stayed there in his student days and it was clear from the start that Madame Bougerie was rather taken with him.
Madame Bougerie was the power behind the Auberge Bougerie. Alphonse, the husband, was a small man who must have learned over the years that his wife demanded absolute obedience. There was a daughter and son-in-law. The whole family worked in the auberge.
Madame usually sat at the reception desk with papers before her—a stern woman dressed entirely in black; she wore jet earrings and a jet necklace; her graying hair was taken straight back from her face and was worn in a knot, nestling in the nape of her neck.
We were all in awe of her, from the humblest pot boy to the most exalted guest.
I was enchanted by the place from the moment I saw it. It seemed to be hanging on the hillside. There were stables with a few horses, for in such a place horses were necessary and patrons were allowed to hire them. The auberge was of gray stone. There were wicker seats on the terrace which allowed one to sit while contemplating the superb scenery. There were urns containing colorful shrubs. The flowers were plentiful and wherever one looked one could see the beautiful bougainvilleas and oleanders blooming in abundance.
Below us were small houses gleaming white in the sunshine with pink roofs and green blinds to shut out the intruding sun.
It was an enchanting place.
Over the years Madame had had many English visitors to her auberge and she prided herself on her command of our language. If we spoke to her in French she would always reply in English. Gervaise was amused and tried to force her into her own language. I think she did the same with him. It was amusing to listen to them—he with his French just about adequate, and she with her English which was scarcely that; and neither giving way.
We were given a room with a balcony which overlooked the bay. It was the perfect setting for a honeymoon. We rode and we walked and I felt more at peace than I had since that encounter, which now seemed to have diminished in importance because Gervaise knew of it.
Sometimes Madame Bougerie would give us a packed lunch of crusty bread and cheese, fruit and wine; and we would go off on the hired horses right into the mountains. We laughed a great deal … and we talked. When Gervaise mentioned my experience at the pool, it no longer set me shivering. I found that through him I was beginning to see it differently. I had had a lucky escape—a very narrow one. Perhaps it would have been wiser for us to have confessed what had happened and not hidden the body. But no one would blame us. Gervaise had made me see that. There had been a fight and the murderer had fallen and in falling killed himself. No one could blame us for that. But it was over. Nothing could change what we had done. The wise thing to do was to forget it … or see it as it really was. A lucky escape for me and a man meeting his deserts, a happy release for him when it was considered what the law would have done to him.
And during those happy days, the inevitable happened. I was sure Gervaise knew it would but I would never forget his restraint and patience in waiting until I was ready.
We were lovers in truth and I was happy through this new relationship with this wonderful husband of mine. I felt I had laid my ghost to rest. That incident had receded far into the past. It was no longer a shadow over my life.
So I was happy.
There came a day when we went into the town. The atmosphere down there was quite different. There were several big hotels, a promenade along which the fashionable strolled; outside the cafés were tables under brightly colored awnings; people sat there sipping their aperitifs.
The sun shone on the water making it look as though it were sprinkled with diamonds. Gervaise told me that it was one of the most fashionable resorts, and visitors were predominantly English.
We took our place outside the Café Pomme d’Or. I sipped my aperitif trying to look as though I were quite accustomed to such sophistication and that this was not all new and wonderful to me.
“The Golden Apple,” I said. “I wonder why they call it that.”
“There are golden apples all over the world,” said Gervaise, “ever since someone gave one to somebody.”
“It was Paris. I think he had to choose the most beautiful woman and he gave it to Aphrodite. There were two other contestants.”
“He couldn’t have been very popular with those two.”
“Poor man. What could he do? He had to make a choice.”
“It was rather foolish of him to get himself into such a situation.”
“Apples seem to be a popular fruit in those classical legends. I believe they grew them in the Garden of the Hesperides, too.”
“You would need rather a big nugget to make it into an apple. I wonder if your friend Ben has found any of that size.”
“I don’t think he can have done so. We should have heard if he had.”
It was wonderful. I could speak of Ben easily and naturally without feeling that shiver of apprehension … that dreaded memory coming back to me.
“I suppose the owners of these places like to remind people of these things. Perhaps the Golden Apple suggests that all the ladies who come here are as beautiful as Aphrodite and the men as handsome as Paris. After all, where you come from legends are just everyday gossip.”
I thought of the knackers who had mined gold in the tin mine; and I remembered how long ago Ben and I had lain on the moor and I had told him the story.
It was comforting to be able to look back on that without fear of remembering beyond it. Gervaise had done that for me.
Afterwards we strolled along the promenade. We came to a round building with gardens in front in which bloomed the exotic flowers to which I was accustomed.
“What is this place?” I asked.
“It is a casino.”
“Oh?” I replied. “That is where they gamble.”
“Shall we take a look inside?”
“May we?”
“Of course.”
It was quite fun at the time. I should have remembered the warnings.
There were a great number of people there. We walked round. They were playing games I did not understand.
I stood for a moment with Gervaise watching the wheel spinning round on the big table. I noticed the strained eager faces and how those people kept their eyes on the numbers all the time.
Then the wheel stopped and the croupier’s stick pulled in the chips.
It was all a mystery to me but I was aware of Gervaise’s growing excitement.
“Shall we go?” I said.
“Just a moment. I’d like to try my luck. Sit down. I won’t be long.”
He left me there. I waited. What a long time it seemed! I watched the people. They talked excitedly. Some were elated. Some melancholy. There was an atmosphere here which I had never been aware of anywhere else. It was a sort of feverish excitement.
I hoped Gervaise would not be long.
It seemed to me that I waited a very long time; when he came to me he was flushed; his eyes were brilliant; he was elated.
“I’ve won,” he cried. “My luck was in.”
He showed me a handful of money.
“At first it went wrong,” he said. “I lost three times running. I was almost cleaned out … then it started to change. I’d have gone on and on making us millionaires if I hadn’t thought of you sitting here … waiting. So I came away.”
“I’m glad you did. It seemed so long.”
“I was afraid it would. You don’t notice the time when you are at the tables, you know.”
“No, I suppose not. Shall we go now?”
It seemed to me that he left reluctantly; but as soon as we were out in the fresh air his spirits revived.
“I’ll tell you what I am going to do,” he said. “I am going to buy a present for someone.”
“For whom?”
“For Mrs. Gervaise Mandeville, of course.”
“Oh no. Let’s keep the money.”
“Money is not for keeping.”
“Isn’t it? I had always thought it was.”
“That is where you have to learn. It’s for giving presents … making people happy.”
“I’m just as happy without a present.”
“You’re going to get one all the same and I know what.”
“What?”
“I noticed your eyes on that dress in the window of a shop we passed this morning. That glorious blue velvet creation.”
“Oh … that. Yes, it’s lovely. It must be very costly.”
“Well, you have a rich husband now.”
“Gervaise, buy something for yourself if you must spend it.”
“Certainly not. I’m going to buy something for you. Come on.”
He led me back to the shop. It was true I had admired the dress. I had rarely seen one so elegant and beautiful.
“There is something about it,” he said. “Is there not?”
“It’s certainly very fine, but I daresay it will cost a great deal.”
“We’ll go and see.”
Reluctantly I was led into the shop. A tall thin woman in black came out to us. She reminded me of something between a spider and Madame Bougerie.
The dress? Oh, yes. It was indeed a special dress. She gesticulated wildly. And for Madame. Yes, yes. It was Madame’s size. One could say that it had been made for Madame.
I was scurried into a cubicle and there I was divested of my dress and stood before the mirror in the glorious creation. I had to admit it was beautiful and it suited me.
It fitted comme les gaunts. It was Madame’s dress. No one else must have it. It must be Madame’s.
The price appalled me, but Gervaise took it lightheartedly. I know that it swallowed up all his winnings.
This was what he wanted.
The dress was packed up and Gervaise carried it proudly from the shop.
I said: “It is a great extravagance and you shouldn’t have spent all that money.”
“But it had to be Madame’s. It was made for Madame. It fits like a glove. There was no question about it. And you look quite superb in it. I am sure had you been present, Aphrodite would never have got her golden apple.”
“I still think of it as an extravagance.”
“Nonsense. I wanted to buy it. What is the good of having a wife if I can’t spend my winnings on her?”
So we walked home and that night I wore the dress. I loved it. It was beautiful—and very precious because Gervaise had given it to me.
Later I wished we had never seen the casino. But of course Gervaise knew it was there. He had been there before. It may well have been why he had chosen this place for our honeymoon.
I enjoyed the days when we walked or rode in the mountains; but I did sense in him a yearning to be in the town; when we visited it he would lead me to the casino and he would go in leaving me sitting there waiting for him. I could have gone with him, I suppose. I could have had my own little flutter; but I had no wish to. I always had the feeling that I should lose—and that would be two of us.
There were one or two occasions when he won but never as much as when he had bought the dress.
I remembered the family warning and what his mother had said. I was to be the steadying influence.
It was like a blight on our honeymoon. If only it could have gone on as it had begun. I had been so superbly happy in the beginning after my confession … happy as I had never thought to be again after that encounter at the pool. And Gervaise had made it possible. I would never forget that.
And then the visit to the casino! Every time I looked at the dress, I remembered—that feverish excitement, that desire to gamble. I, who did not have the slightest inclination to do so, found it difficult to understand the urge which seemed to come over Gervaise. He was like a different person when it was with him. Usually he was so relaxed, so carefree. This was an obsession.
We had spent two weeks at the auberge and were going home in three days’ time. We were some little distance from the railway station and there was an old carriage drawn by two rather aged horses which made short journeys when it was necessary and would take guests’ luggage to and from the station.
Two days before we were to leave, the carriage had to go to the station and Madame Bougerie said it would be convenient if our bags could be taken to the station then to save a journey.
I was rather sad, packing.
“Put everything you can in,” said Gervaise, “so that there is nothing we have to carry. Then we can walk down to the station when the time comes.”
I wondered afterwards what would have happened if the luggage had not been sent on in advance. He would not then have been able to do what he did.
That evening Gervaise went down to the town alone. I was rather tired. We had walked several miles during the afternoon and the casino did not attract me. I did not wish to partake in the gambling; nor did I wish to wait while Gervaise did. I found the place rather depressing in spite of the bright lights and the splendidly clad women. I detected in the faces of so many that frenzied look which I had seen in Gervaise.
He was very late back that night. I was relieved to see him. I had visions of his coming out from the casino with his winnings and being waylaid and set upon and robbed.
When I told him this he laughed.
“No one would have wanted to set upon me after the luck I have had tonight.”
“It seems to me that you hardly ever have any luck.”
“What? Think of that beautiful dress.”
“That was the only time—and you spent all that.”
“One day you will be surprised.”
I thought that he was a little less ready to laugh than usual. I did not know how bad it was until later.
The next morning we went down to the town. I was afraid he was going once more to the casino, but he did not.
“I think,” he said, “we should go and see if the luggage is all right.”
I was relieved. It seemed a good idea.
Even now I am not sure how it happened or why I allowed it to. He had brought the luggage out. The train was in the station. It was the train we should take to Paris.
A porter had seized our bags.
I cried: “He thinks we are going on the train.”
Gervaise did not answer. He allowed the porter to go and followed him, taking me with him.
“Explain to him,” I shouted.
“It’s all right,” said Gervaise. The porter put the bags on the train. Gervaise gave him some money.
I said: “What are you doing, Gervaise? How …?”
He turned to me and smiled and pushed me down into a seat.
“If you are not careful …” I began, “the train will go. … What game is this?”
“Wait and see,” he said.
The train had started to move and I cried out in alarm.
“It had to be,” said Gervaise. “It’s the only way. I was absolutely cleaned out.”
“What of Madame Bougerie’s bill?”
“I’ll send her the money.”
“But you didn’t explain.”
“How could I? She’d never understand. I’ll write.”
“What will she think?”
He shrugged his shoulders.
“Listen to me,” he said. “It was the only way. I paid last week. It is only one week owing. It was lucky about the luggage. That’s what gave me the idea last night. It is better to do it this way. There would have been a terrible fuss. Goodness knows what would have happened. I could never have got it over to her. You know she thinks she understands English.”
I sat back in my seat staring at him in horror.
“Thank goodness we had our return tickets,” he said. “You see, it all worked out.”
“Gervaise,” I said. “How could you? It is cheating, it is stealing …”
“No,” he said. “She’ll get the money. I’ll see that she gets it.” I sat down helplessly. I felt covered in shame.
No one is perfect. I must never forget his loving tenderness. I would always remember the first night of our marriage when he had miraculously lifted me out of my terror, when he had freed me from that haunting specter. Never, never must I forget that. And this … it was something they had warned me of. It was why my father had made some complicated arrangement about the settlement. I must do something. I could not allow us to cheat. I thought of the horror there would be in Madame Bougerie’s face when she realized her guests had left … without paying. How could he have done it … and in such a lighthearted way!
He might send the money in time. He would probably send more than he owed to make up for what he had done. But that was not the point. The money must be sent without delay.
I must do something.
The thought preoccupied me all the way home. Gone was the magic of the outward journey. Gervaise realized and was contrite.
“If I had known how much it was going to upset you,” he said, “I would have thought of something else.”
“There wasn’t anything else. You had gambled with the money which was really Madame Bougerie’s. It’s dishonest, Gervaise.”
“Not if I pay it back. I’ll send her extra for the trouble.”
We were staying at the Mandeville town house until we had a home of our own. There was no one to greet us because we had come earlier than had been expected. I was glad of this. I did not want to have to give explanations.
I would not rest until I had sent the money to Madame Bougerie.
I did know that the money my father had settled on me was to be kept in my name and that the capital could not be touched without the agreement of my parents. I was to get an income which would be paid to me. This had been agreed between my family and the Mandevilles. The income would not be large and I had not yet received the first installment. I needed money quickly and I knew approximately how much and it must be a little more because of the trouble we had caused. I wrote and asked my father for it.
It came almost at once. He guessed that I had had expenses on my honeymoon. I was relieved. I went to the bank and discovered I could change English money into French; and it was mailed off immediately to the auberge. I wrote a note apologizing for the trouble we had caused, explaining rather vaguely that we had had to return to England without delay, and if we had not caught that train we should have lost a day, so we had had to take it. I humbly begged Madame’s pardon for what must have seemed inexcusable behavior.
When the money had gone off I told Gervaise what I had done.
He looked at me sadly: “I’m sorry, Angelet,” he said. “You see the sort of a man you have married. Do you despise me?”
“Of course not. But it seemed … so awful, I couldn’t bear it.”
“I know. You are so good … so honest.”
“I’m not. I’m not. But going off like that … Please, please, Gervaise, don’t let us do anything like that again.”
“We won’t,” he said fervently. “I promise we won’t.”
He had been so wonderful to me. I had expected too much. People were not models of perfection. In a way I loved him more for his weakness. It seemed to strengthen me. I was no longer the innocent young girl to be led and guided. I had my responsibilities; and I was going to look after him.
I would make him see the risks and follies of gambling.
I was very innocent still.
I had a letter from Madame Bougerie thanking me for the money. She had known, of course, that it must have been something pressing which had made us leave so unexpectedly and never for one moment had she put a wrong construction on this. She understood perfectly and she hoped we would visit the auberge again, when we should be very welcome.
I did not suppose for one moment that she had not suspected the worst of us, but that was the diplomatic way of dealing with the matter and Madame Bougerie would always know how to do that. However, the incident had been brought to a satisfactory close as far as the auberge was concerned; and I was sure, in my new role as my husband’s guide and helpmeet, that where money was concerned such a thing would never happen again.
I gave myself up to the pleasure of househunting. This was particularly agreeable because Morwenna shared it with me. It seemed the most delightful coincidence that we were in London, both recent brides, looking for houses which were being given to us by indulgent fathers.
We laughed over this and when one of us went to look at a house, the other was always there.
We inspected numerous residences. Some would be too small, some too large; some were too far from the center of town and neither Justin nor Gervaise would like that. There was, we discovered, a similarity between our husbands. They were both what were called men about town. Justin appeared to have a private income from his family; Gervaise had an allowance from his. So it seemed inevitable that we should, on so many occasions, become a party of four.
After much preoccupation with Adam doorways and spiderweb fanlights, Regency and Queen Anne, we found our houses. They were not far apart. Morwenna’s was Regency with a charming wrought iron balcony on the first floor; ours was of a slightly earlier period—small but a model of Georgian elegance.
Our parents came to London and we had a pleasant time shopping for the furniture, the Pencarrons and my parents vying with each other in what they wanted to do for their darling daughters.
It was a very happy and merry time; and both Morwenna and I were examples of newly wedded and decidedly contented wives.
Within a few months we were installed in our respective houses. Grace was naturally a great help and helped us choose colors for carpets and curtains, throwing herself into the project with the utmost enthusiasm; and the days sped by.
During this time the Prince Consort died. A feeling of gloom swept over the nation. Those who had been highly critical of him during his lifetime now saw him as a model of virtue. As for the poor Queen she was prostrate with grief and shut herself away, refusing to appear in public.
We dined often with Morwenna and Justin and they with us. Morwenna sang rather pleasantly and I played the pianoforte—not well, but adequately. Justin had quite a good tenor voice, and Gervaise sang out of tune which caused a certain amount of merriment. We enjoyed what we called our musical evenings, but we soon realized that the men were restive. They preferred to play cards which neither Morwenna nor I had any gift for.
We liked amusing games which did not require too much concentration and very often we would leave the men together. The first time I was amazed and a little disturbed to realize that they played for money.
Gervaise, I remember, was in good spirits when they first did this. He had taken quite a bit from Justin.
I did not like it. “Why?” I said. “He was a guest in our house.”
Gervaise looked at me in astonishment and burst out laughing.
“Of course, darling. We gave him a wonderful evening. He enjoyed it thoroughly.”
“Enjoyed losing money!”
“It was all part of the fun. I have discovered he likes a good gamble.”
“I don’t suppose he likes losing money.”
“Well, naturally we all prefer to win.” He seized me and danced round the bedroom with me. “You are a funny little thing, Angelet.”
“Why?”
He took my chin in his hands and kissed me tenderly. “Such quaint ideas! Most men like a game of chance, you know.”
“Yes,” I said. “I suppose they do.”
But it did occur to me that both Gervaise and Justin liked it better than most.
After that there were often cards. When they came to dinner or we went to them I had the idea that they could not wait to get to the card table.
They played a lot of poker. I watched them sometimes with that light in their eyes and that feverish color in their cheeks. It was more than excitement. It was obsession. It worried me a little. I used to hope that neither of them would win and they would both end just as they started.
I did gather that Justin won very often. Gervaise would shrug his shoulders.
“All have their ups and downs,” he said.
“You seem to have more downs than ups with Justin,” I commented.
“It’s the way of things. It will change. It always does. The exciting thing about luck is that it is unpredictable. That’s why they call it Lady Luck. It’s like women.”
“Do you find me unpredictable?”
He put his arms round me. “Of course not. Didn’t I tell you, you were unique. That’s why I love you.”
I could often forget my misgivings when I was with Gervaise; he had a convincing way of making light of difficulties.
I had thought at first that Justin and Gervaise were very much alike. They were in some ways, of course; their style of life; their affability towards everyone; their love of gambling. Neither of them worked. I realized I had been used to people’s working around me. There had always been problems on the Cador estates and my father had frequently been busy; Mr. Pencarron was deeply concerned with the mine; our friends in the two Poldoreys were lawyers or doctors; Uncle Peter was immersed in his business; Matthew was at the House; Peterkin and Frances with their Mission. But Gervaise and Justin were different in this.
Justin was considering, he said. He was going to do something. He had arrived in this country from America not long ago. He had been involved with the production of cotton over there. He was, as he said, feeling his way. He wanted to do something but he was not yet sure what. Gervaise had no such pretensions. He was quite content with life as it was. He had the belief that one day he would make such a killing at the card tables that his fortune would be made.
I did try to reason with him sometimes. I said: “If you made a fortune at the card table you would immediately risk it again.”
“Yes. And win an even greater fortune.”
I said: “Do you forget what happened to your ancestor?”
“I was never allowed to. It was preached as Holy Writ in our household.”
“Well then, perhaps it is as well to keep it in mind.”
He always laughed at me when I was serious. Sometimes I found it faintly irritating; but he could always charm me out of that mood.
We were frequent visitors at the house in the square. Both Aunt Amaryllis and Helena took a motherly interest in us—Amaryllis, I suppose, because that was her way with all the young members of the family and Helena because she had “brought us out.”
I enjoyed these dinner parties. Conversation was always lively, particularly when Uncle Peter was present. He and his daughter-in-law Frances often sparred, but I think he admired her as he did all people who lived energetically.
Politics were often the subject of the discourse and I wished that Matthew and Uncle Peter would differ now and then; but Matthew always agreed with Uncle Peter’s views.
At this time he was deploring the continued premiership of Palmerston.
“Surely it’s time he retired,” said Uncle Peter. “If he did, I think we should see a return of the party and office for you.”
Matthew said he would never retire. “He’ll die in harness. That is the old man’s way. Sometimes he looks as if he is half asleep or wholly so. He sits there on the bench with his eyes half closed … a real dandy in his frock coat and light gray trousers, wearing his gloves. He always wears his gloves. You’re certain he hasn’t heard a word of the debate. Then he’ll get to his feet … You know that way of his, poking fun at things … getting them laughing … and then he’ll somehow get the vote going the way he wants it.”
“A remarkable man,” said Uncle Peter. “He should have been with us.”
“That’s true,” agreed Matthew. “Who else could overcome all that tittle-tattle about his love affairs? Who would believe that a Prime Minister could be nicknamed Cupid?”
I loved to hear those little anecdotes of people whose names I knew so well. So those dinner parties were always a delight. Gervaise enjoyed them too. Sometimes I felt that Uncle Peter saw too much. I believe he knew about Gervaise’s gambling for one day he said to me: “You want to keep a tight hand on that husband of yours. He’s too fond of the tables.”
Uncle Peter should know. He had made his fortune out of those clubs where gambling—among other diversions—was in full swing.
He was very watchful of Justin, and I was sure that Justin puzzled him more than Gervaise did.
There came one evening at the house in the square which was to change our lives, although I did not know it then.
They had been discussing Palmerston’s increasing age again and expressing some anxiety for the health of Lord Derby who must surely defeat him at the next election; then they went on to the antics of Benjamin Disraeli whose sights were set on the highest post of all.
Then Uncle Peter said suddenly: “By the way, I have heard from Benedict.”
I saw Gervaise glance at me. I started, but not with that apprehension which I had known before my confession to Gervaise. He had convinced me that I was in no way to blame and that it would be sensible for me to put the incident right out of my mind.
Uncle Peter went on: “He writes rarely. I don’t think it has been as easy as he at first thought it would. But now it seems there has been a breakthrough.”
He explained to Gervaise and Justin. “Benedict, my grandson … an earlier family … is a very go-ahead young man and had this notion of going out to Australia when he heard gold had been found there.”
“That was a long time ago,” said Aunt Amaryllis.
“Yes, it must be now. Benedict is not a letter-writing man and he certainly wouldn’t communicate when times were hard. But I must say that he is a sticker. He went to Australia convinced that he would come back with a fortune and he is the sort who wouldn’t want to return without one. That’s why he is still out there.”
“Well,” said Matthew, “there hasn’t been a fortune yet.”
“He writes and says that there have been difficulties, but he thinks he’s on a good strike now. There’s a lot of hard work to be done, it seems, but his luck is changing. He says he has been scratching a living from the goldfields so far but he was always hopeful … and now it looks as though those hopes are about to be realized.”
“In what part of Australia is all this happening?” asked Justin.
“It’s somewhere north of Melbourne.”
“I remember what a lot of talk there was about finds there,” said Justin. “It was very exciting. It must be more than ten years ago. There was a similar sort of thing in America. But that was somewhat earlier, I think. A man comes across it … there’s a lot of talk … and the Rush is on. Someone did very well at a place called Golden Point, I believe. That was in Australia. He made a vast fortune. People left everything to go out there. They thought they were coming back millionaires.”
“And did they?” I asked.
“Some of them did.”
“Well, let’s hope Benedict is successful,” said Uncle Peter.
“Somehow I don’t think he will come home until he is. He’s got that bulldog tenacity. Once he gets hold of an idea he won’t let it go. He’ll succeed or stay out there for the rest of his life … trying to.”
“It is very interesting,” said Gervaise. “I can understand how people get caught up in it.”
“It’s a gamble,” said Uncle Peter. “So much would depend on luck. You would get some working day and night and finding nothing … and then someone comes along and in a week or so he’s stumbled on a fortune.”
Aunt Amaryllis shivered. “I should hate that,” she said.
Uncle Peter smiled at her tenderly.
“Don’t worry, my dear. I have no intention of throwing up everything to go to the goldfields of Australia.”
Everyone laughed and they began to talk of other things.
When we returned home Gervaise was thoughtful.
“Interesting about Benedict,” he said. “He was the one you told me of.”
I nodded.
“He seems rather a forceful character.”
“Oh yes. I am sure he will find his gold.”
“It seems to have taken him rather a long time.”
“Yes, but he is bound to win in the end.”
“And come back a millionaire.”
I was wondering if he ever thought of me and of that adventure which we had shared together. It was significant that I could think of it now without that little shiver of fear. Gervaise had done that for me.
I did not notice how thoughtful Gervaise had become.
It was some days later when he broke the news to me. When we had last been at the house in the square he had left me with Aunt Amaryllis and had disappeared with Uncle Peter. When they rejoined us, Gervaise looked a little flushed—excited, I thought. Uncle Peter was his usual calm self.
I fancied Gervaise was impatient to leave.
When we finally did he was rather silent on the way home and at last in our bedroom I asked him if anything was wrong.
“Wrong?” he said. “No. About to be right. How would you like to go to Australia?”
“What?” I cried.
“We’re going,” he told me. “That is if you like the idea … I shall have to go. I hope you will come too.”
“Gervaise, whatever are you talking about?”
“I suppose,” he said, “I had better begin at the beginning.”
“It is usually advisable to.”
“I’m in debt … up to my ears.”
Horror seized me. I felt limp with dismay and fear.
“But how? I’ve tried so hard …”
“I know you have. I’ve lost a lot to Justin. That’s not so important. It’s the clubs … I have to pay my debts. I’d never be received in any of them again if I didn’t.”
“Perhaps that would be just as well.”
“You don’t understand, Angelet. They are debts of honor. One can make one’s tailor wait … or the butcher, the baker and the candlestick-maker … but one must pay one’s gambling debts at the clubs.”
“How much?”
“Too much to tell you.”
“I had better know.”
“I’m not sure … except that it is too much for me to handle. That’s the bad news. Now here is the good. My debts are going to be settled. I have had a word with your Uncle Peter.”
“Why is he brought into this?”
“He does own several of the clubs where I play.”
“Oh, Gervaise, I thought you were getting better.”
“Sorry,” he said ruefully. “But listen. We’re going to Australia. We are going to find gold. We’re going to be millionaires. Then I shall shrug aside my debts because with a lordly gesture I shall pay on the nail.”
“Do be sensible, Gervaise. This is a serious matter.”
“Sorry again, darling. Of course it is a serious matter. But it is going to be exciting.”
“What has Uncle Peter said to you?”
“He will settle my debts and pay our passage out … with a little to spare for the time before we get started. He’s writing to Benedict asking if he will meet us and help us get started, to be our sponsor and guardian angel. And we shall be leaving shortly for our adventure overseas.”
“Why should Uncle Peter settle your debts?”
“It’s not quite so altruistic as you might be thinking. Your uncle is an astute business man. He wants what they call collateral for his money.”
“What do you mean?”
“Some sort of security which we are in a position to offer.”
“What?”
“This house, of course.”
“It was my parents’ wedding present!”
“That does not in any way detract from its value.”
“Gervaise, what have you done!”
“Nothing as yet. It’s all in the air. But it is a wonderful solution. In fact it is the only solution … or I fear that ’ere long I shall find myself languishing in prison for debt; and what chance has a poor debtor then of repaying what he owes?”
“Gervaise, you’re frightening me.”
“I’m frightening myself. I am seeing more and more that I have to find a way out of this trouble … and this is it. I have to do something, Angelet.”
“Some work, you mean. Yes, I have thought of that.”
“This will be admirable. It will suit my temperament. Every day will be a gamble. Just imagine it … the excitement of going into those goldfields … never knowing whether it is going to be The Day.”
“We know nothing about it. Where shall we live?”
“Oh, there are places. The experienced and knowledgeable Benedict will show us the way. From him we will learn all we need to know. You don’t seem enthusiastic, Angelet.”
“It’s hard to. I know nothing about it. It all seems a trifle mad to me. And you have given Uncle Peter this house in order to settle your debts. You can’t do that.”
“It’s only on paper … a safeguard … for him. When we come back with all this millions of pounds’ worth of nuggets … I think that’s what they call them … we shall hand him back what we owe him and we shall have our dear little house waiting for us. But Angelet Mandeville might wish for a grander place in which to live now that she is a golden millionaire. A country mansion and a town house. I wonder if there are any castles for sale?”
“Be practical, Gervaise.”
“I’ll try but I’m so excited about this project. I know in my bones that it is going to be right for us.”
We lay awake for a long time talking about Australia. It seemed to me a wild dream … something that Gervaise liked to contemplate and had no roots in reality. But I was perturbed about all the debts and that he could mortgage our house in order to settle them.
I thought it might be one of those dreams with which Gervaise liked to soothe himself and that he only half believed it. But this was not so. He really had spoken to Uncle Peter. Uncle Peter himself took me on one side and said: “I think it is not such a bad idea. Gervaise is one of those people who are always going to gamble. Nothing would cure him. I’ll take care of things here while you are away. If he could get himself a fortune I fancy he would not be so reckless. Young men with small incomes often try to augment them. It might be that if he were rich the urge might diminish a little.”
“Do you really think we should go to Australia?”
“I think it is not a bad idea, as I said. People are beginning to talk of Gervaise’s tendency … not for play but not to pay. A man needs a good income to live the way he does. Let him go to Australia. It might be good for him … and it could be the making of him. I have written to Benedict. I am sure he will do all he can to help.”
My parents came to London. I could see that they did not like the idea—particularly my mother. That was understandable. She would be thinking of her own visit to Australia which had ended in such a disastrous climax.
I was sure that my father would have settled Gervaise’s debts rather than we should go, but I was beginning to see that that would be no real solution. Gervaise must do something for himself. If his debts were paid there would be more. I knew him now. This gambling was not merely a pastime with him; it was an obsession. It was almost like an illness; it would recur. If he did find a fortune in Australia it was just possible that that urge would diminish … possibly be cured. I had come to the conclusion that it was something we had to try.
Grace was horrified. She said: “Think of all the hardships out there.”
“Yes, my mother has talked of them. But she was there a long time ago. Things may have changed.”
I was very apprehensive, but Gervaise was so eager. I think he had had a real fright when he realized the amount of his debts and what the consequences would be if he could not meet them. He was desperate and this seemed an honorable way out.
Morwenna was very sad at the thought of my going. Justin was particularly thoughtful; and then one day, Morwenna came to me in a state of great excitement.
Before I could ask what had happened, she burst out: “We’re coming with you. Justin thinks it would be wonderful to seek our fortunes in the goldfields. For so long he has been thinking of what work would suit him. This is just it.”
I looked at her and laughed; and then we were hugging each other.
I think everyone felt a little easier because the four of us were going. Grace seemed particularly relieved.
“It will make such a difference,” she said. “I am so pleased.”
“Really, Grace,” I replied, “the way everyone is talking you would think we were never coming back.”
“Morwenna will be a good companion for you … and Justin and Gervaise get on so well together.”
“I am afraid they are both too fond of gambling.”
“Well, let us hope that this gamble brings the desired results.”
After that I could view the prospect with more enthusiasm. It was to be a great adventure and, I told my mother, we could be lucky very soon. In that case we should come home at once. Who knew, we might be with her this time next year.
THERE HAD BEEN A reply from Benedict. He would do all he could to help. There was a letter for me in which he said he had often thought of me and he was delighted at the prospect of seeing me again. “You must be quite grown up now. A married woman! I wonder if we shall recognize each other.”
I was sure I should recognize him. He had been vivid in my mind for so long.
Much as I hated leaving my family, I was growing excited at the prospect of a completely different life.
And in due course we traveled to Tilbury and set sail on the Royal Albert; our destination—Melbourne.
Gold
ONCE THE EXCITEMENT OF getting on board and settling into shipboard life was over, the voyage was, I suppose, an uneventful one. The ports of call were of great interest to us and Gervaise was a wonderful guide and companion. He seemed to have cast off all memory of those hideous debts which he had left behind; he was so sure that all would be well, and such was his personality that he made me believe it, too.
Life seemed one long round of pleasure with him; I suppose it was that side of his nature which made me love him. It was impossible to be unhappy long in his company; he had the gift of shrugging off the unpleasant and making the most of what was delightful.
I had asked him not to gamble again. I said: “You see what it has brought you to.”
He put on a mock penitent expression and said he would do anything in the world to please me. I took it that meant he would restrain himself from the habit which had already wrought such havoc in our lives.
I was young; I was adventurous by nature and I could not help throwing myself into the excitement of the moment. I began to accept Gervaise’s optimism. We were going to strike gold. In a very short time we should come back rich and all debts would be paid to Uncle Peter. We should live happily ever after in our dear little house in which I had taken such pride. And having acquired a fortune Gervaise would lose the desire to make another. The present and the future were always good in Gervaise’s eyes; it was only the past, if that were unpleasant, which should be forgotten.
And so I began to enjoy the voyage. We made a few friends on the ship. We liked Captain Gregory. He knew Australia well. His father had settled there forty years before and had a property outside Melbourne. The Captain had come to England to study navigation. He visited his family when his ship called at Australia. We often dined with him and the Chief Officer—a very pleasant young man who told us a great deal about the ship.
We looked forward to arriving at the ports. Morwenna said that one of the most delightful experiences was being at sea and waking up one morning to find oneself in port. The four of us would go out together; we reveled in strange places and marveled at the scenery and the customs of the people which were different from our own; life was amusing and full of pleasure.
It was wonderful to see places which hitherto had been only names on the map; it was exciting to take a horse-drawn carriage in Tenerife and visit that spot where our own Lord Nelson had fought and lost his right arm. I could have lingered there. I should have enjoyed going up to the sunken crater of Las Canadas and to have mounted even higher up Pico de Teide which dominated the island.
But our stay was brief. I told the Captain that was a matter of great regret. He smiled at me and said: “The object, my dear young lady, is to get you to Melbourne as fast as we can. We stop at these places only to load stores.”
Gervaise said: “It is probably as well that our stays are brief. It makes us appreciate it all the more.”
He was determined to enjoy every moment and I wondered briefly whether in his heart he doubted whether we would come out with the gold which would change our fortunes and how he would adapt to the life of a miner. If he did he never showed it. I had learned a great deal about him since our marriage but there was still a great deal to discover.
I remember Durban—the capital of Natal—which had recently become a British colony. It was a very beautiful town right on the coast and there was something very exciting in the sight of the waves breaking on the shore.
But perhaps what makes that time stand out so vividly in my memory was what happened aboard.
I had thought Morwenna looked a little tired and when we returned to our cabins she said she would lie down. I had a feeling that there was something on her mind and I sought an early opportunity of talking to her.
That opportunity came after we had left Durban, from which we sailed at midnight. We were sitting on deck together. The sea was calm; there was not even a ripple on the water; it was the color of translucent jade with here and there a touch of aquamarine.
I glanced at her sideways; she was pale and there were shadows under her eyes.
“Morwenna,” I said, “is something wrong?”
“No, no,” she replied sharply. “What should be?”
“I thought you looked a little … strained.”
“Strained? You mean tired?”
“Yes … as if something is worrying you.”
She was silent for a few moments, then she said: “I’m very happy, Angelet. I don’t think I have ever been so happy. The only thing that makes it less perfect is that Ma and Pa are not here. I think they were very worried about my going.”
“Naturally they would be uneasy. They have adored you all your life. But it is always like that with families. The children grow up and marry and lead their own lives. I daresay my parents felt the same as yours.”
“I know.”
“That isn’t what is worrying you.”
“I’m not worried, Angelet, I’m very happy.”
“Then what are you trying to tell me?”
“I thought you might guess. I am going to have a baby.”
“Morwenna!”
“Yes.” She was smiling. “I think it is what I have always wanted. A little baby … all my own … and Justin’s too.”
“What does Justin say?”
“He doesn’t know. That’s what makes me a little worried. That strain you detected. I am a little anxious. He is so enjoying all this. I didn’t want to spoil it for him.”
“Do you think he would not want a child?”
“Oh no … He hasn’t said anything like that. But you see we are going to this new country and we don’t know what we are going to find. He would be worried about me … and the baby.”
“That will be all right. They have midwives there and doctors surely.”
“Yes, I suppose so.”
“It’s wonderful. Oh, Morwenna, I can’t imagine you with a baby. You make me feel envious.”
“I suppose you’ll have a baby one day.”
“Yes, I suppose so. And Justin doesn’t know?”
“Not yet. You see, I knew before we left. At least I suspected. I thought if I told anyone it might spoil things. Mother and Pa would have put their feet down firmly and my father can be very persistent when he wants to. They would never have let me come away if they had known. They would have wanted me to go back to Pencarron and have the child.”
“Well, I can understand that.”
“Justin would have been so worried. He had to go on this venture. I knew it. He is so enthusiastic … so sure that it is going to make our fortunes.”
“Just like Gervaise.”
“You would have done the same if you had been in my position, Angelet.”
“Yes, I suppose I might. But there is no need to keep it secret any longer. You’re here on this ship. It isn’t going to make any difference now. We are going on.”
“Yes,” she said. “But I don’t want to worry Justin.”
“He has got to share in this. Besides, you ought to be taking special care, oughtn’t you? We shall have to cosset you a bit now.”
“I’m so glad you know.”
“I reckon we should tell the men.”
“All right. Let’s do that. I’ll tell Justin first … when we are alone.”
“And have I your permission to tell Gervaise?”
“Of course.”
When I told him he was amused. “Well, fancy that,” he said. “She’s stolen a march on us.”
“She is very happy about the baby. She is so good and unselfish. She doesn’t think about going into what might well prove to be a primitive place. All she thought about was spoiling Justin’s pleasure in all this.”
“Yes, she’s a good girl. Justin is lucky. We are both lucky.” That evening we celebrated. Justin was delighted; and I had never seen Morwenna so happy. Her first thought was that no one at home should know until the baby was born, for she was sure her parents would be very worried at the thought of her far from home at such a time.
There was another occasion during that voyage that I remembered well. It was after we had left Bombay. We had had only one day ashore but we had made the most of it. The heat had been intense, but we had been enchanted by the city, yet depressed by the multitude of beggars who surrounded us. Gervaise had quickly given away all the money he had brought out with him and for the rest of the day he cheerfully borrowed from the rest of us. We bought some beautiful silk materials and ebony elephants and some exquisite carved ivory.
It had been a most exciting day and that evening we dined with the Captain.
He loved to talk and was something of a raconteur. He had a pleasant custom of dining with most of the passengers during the voyage, and always at his table there was a great deal of gossip and laughter. Gervaise said he probably told the same stories over and over again; and that was why he liked to change the company.
That night he was in a reminiscent mood.
He said: “Well, we shall not be so very long now. Soon we shall be reaching our destination and I shall have to say goodbye to all you charming people.”
We all said how we had enjoyed the voyage.
“It is an adventure in itself … the first time. Of course when I consider the number of times I have sailed between the Old Country and Australia … well, to tell the truth, I find it hard to remember how many.”
“It must have made you somewhat blasé,” I commented.
“Not as far as people are concerned. It is amazing how different people are. No voyage is ever like another … and it is all because of the people. I know you don’t intend to settle in Australia. We get quite a number of passengers who are doing just that. I suppose it is just a visit for you. Are you visiting relations?”
Gervaise said: “We shall have a look at the goldfields.”
“Ah yes. We have had many coming out for that. Only of course the fever has died down a little lately. To what part are you going?”
“It’s some miles north of Melbourne. A place called Golden Creek.”
“Oh, that’s Lansdon country.”
“Lansdon country?” I stammered.
“That’s what they call it. Chap named Benedict Lansdon made a bit of a stir there a few years back. He’s a sort of big white chief in the neighborhood.”
“We are going to see him. He’s a … connection of mine.”
“Oh well, you’ll be in the best company with Ben Lansdon. Couldn’t be in better hands.”
“Do you know him?”
“Everyone thereabouts knows Ben Lansdon.”
“Why?”
“Well, he’s made a bit of a name for himself. They think a great deal of him out there. It was rather like the Eureka Stockade affair all over again.”
“What was that all about?” asked Gervaise.
“I suppose that sort of news wouldn’t get to the Old Country. Or if it did it would just be a few lines on the back page of the newspaper. It was all over Melbourne. Peter Lalor was a sort of hero in that affair. It was miners against the government and it was the miners who really won in the end. Well, Ben Lansdon is another Peter Lalor. He’s one of those natural leaders. He took charge and things got sorted out … so to speak. He’s quite a name in the district.”
I felt a certain glow of pride. I was remembering him as he had been when he arrived at Cador. He had been different then from anyone I had ever known. I had admired him so much, adored him would be a more apt way of putting it. But in those days of my youth I had set up idols: my father; Jonnie; Ben. Yes, I was an idol worshiper. But then that affair at the pool had changed everything and Ben had gone and I had been left to face it alone.
The Captain settled down to tell the tale. He loved an audience and on this occasion he had a very attentive one.
“You see,” he said, “men were rushing out to find gold. People had been finding it for years and then … what would it be? … must have been in the early fifties I think when they found gold in New South Wales. Then at Ballarat near Melbourne someone found six hundred ounces in a couple of days … and that was it. People were scrabbling frantically for gold. Some found it. All over Victoria they were coming across gold. My father’s place was nearby. He’s often told me how the place changed overnight. All over the country little townships were springing up. They even had the odd hotel. Not the classy establishments they have at home, but good enough for miners who weren’t looking for fancy living. They had one thing in mind: gold. Men were coming out by the thousands. When you’ve mined a certain spot for a few years the gold can run out. There is not an inexhaustible supply. There was a lot of hardship. Some would be working for weeks and months and finding nothing. To my mind the government wanted to put a stop to the fever so they started to charge people a license to dig. The more hardships there seemed to be, the higher were the fees. You see, what was wanted was to get people back to the towns, to put a stop to this search for gold which was not there.”
“But they wouldn’t accept that,” said Gervaise. “They had come out for gold and naturally that was what they were going to try for.”
“All very well,” went on the Captain, “if it is there. But that was what the government was thinking. But if they were finding nothing how could they pay this money to the government? They got together and this Peter Lalor … he was a sort of leader.”
“Like Ben Lansdon,” I said.
“Oh, it was before he was around. I’m taking you back ten years or more. All I said was that Ben was another like Lalor. They always come out when the time is ripe. Well, the government sent an order. There was to be an inspection of licenses and all those who hadn’t got them would have to leave the goldfields. You can imagine what they said to that!”
“But how could they fight the government?” asked Justin.
“I’ll tell you how. Lalor rallied the men. They knew that the officials were coming to inspect licenses, so they built a stockade. You must have heard of the Eureka Stockade. So they were ready and when the government men came for the inspection all those who had licenses for which they had paid much less than was now being asked, threw them out before the stockade and burned them.”
“I suppose,” said Justin, “the licenses had to be renewed and it was the expensive renewal that they objected to.”
“That must have been about it,” said the Captain. “Well, you know how these things go. The action of a little group of miners became a great rebellion. The government had to bring in the army. The miners stood firm by the stockade and over it they flew their flag. You’ll be seeing that flag a good deal, I should imagine. It’s flown on every goldfield in Victoria. It has a blue background showing the stars of the Southern Cross in white. We call it the Eureka Flag.”
“Who won?” asked Gervaise.
“The miners were outnumbered, as you can guess … three to one in fact, so the tale goes. There were seventy men, but they were brave men and they were fighting for what they thought was right. They were quickly subdued but there were losses on both sides.”
“So the rising was in vain,” said Justin.
“Not really. The government naturally had to show the miners that they couldn’t make their own laws, but on the other hand they did not want people rising up like that all over the country. You could say that the men of the Eureka Stockade won in the long run. Before the year was out the law was changed. There was no inspection of licenses. The Victorian government decided that it would dissociate itself from the miners. It was victory really because it was what they had been fighting for. Lalor, the leader of the revolt, went into the Victorian parliament. He is now one of its most respected members. What started all this was your mention of Ben Lansdon. He is just such another Peter Lalor.”
“He was a great man,” I said.
“He was a leader,” went on the Captain. “There are men born to be such.”
“And Ben Lansdon is another?”
“I’d say that and no one could say otherwise … after the way he’s taken over Golden Creek.”
“Has he found lots of gold?”
“My dear young lady, nobody—not even Ben Lansdon—can find gold where it is not.”
Justin put in: “Do you mean to say there is no more gold in Golden Creek?”
“Who can say? When the Rush started men were finding it day after day, but, as I’ve told you, the supply runs out … or they are looking in the wrong place. I don’t think there have been any big finds in Golden Creek in the last ten years or so.”
“And you say it is Ben Lansdon’s country,” I persisted.
“Well, he’s got his men working for him. You see, there are some who would rather work for a weekly wage than have nothing but hope for the odd find. That’s men with families mostly. You can’t feed a family on hope. So Lansdon … well, he’s not the sort who would want to do hard labor … and believe me working a mine is just that … so he gets other people to do it for him.”
“But what does he do?”
“He’s right at the heart of things. He’s at his mine every day. He watches how everything is going. True, there is a yield. But it is just about enough to keep things going. He did have some luck earlier on … enough to build a house for himself and bring a little of Old Country-type comfort into his life. He’s done a lot for the place. He keeps a sort of law and order. Men out there can get a bit rough with each other when day after day they are looking for luck which doesn’t come. Somebody said ‘Hope deferred makes the heart sick’ and that’s true enough. Oh yes, Ben’s done a lot for Golden Creek. He’s the King of the place, that’s what. It suits him. He’s a born leader, and leaders like to lead … to rule if you like.”
I felt a great longing to see him. Forgotten memories of the times we had spent together came back to me; those occasions which had been overshadowed by the incident of the pool, so that for a long time I had failed to remember all the interesting talks we had had; and how important it had been to me then.
Gervaise said: “I can’t wait to see this hero.”
When we were alone that night, he said: “The Captain is obviously a great admirer of your Ben, who is evidently a very forceful character. How do you feel about seeing him again?”
“I don’t quite know.”
“Will it bring it all back … that time …?”
“I expect so. But, Gervaise, you have made me see that we couldn’t have done anything else.”
“I expect this leader of men has long realized that. I feel pretty sure that he will have forgotten all about it long ago.”
“Does one ever forget such a thing?”
He took my face in his hands and kissed it tenderly.
“You might not, Angelet, but I’d bet that Ben has.”
I nodded.
And I thought: Perhaps I shall soon find out.
I recognized him on the quay as soon as we arrived.
He was very tall and he seemed leaner than I remembered. His hair was so bleached by the sun that it seemed almost white against his bronzed skin; and his eyes were a brilliant blue; they were creased at the corners as though against the sun; and he had an authoritative air about him.
He saw us at once and came striding towards us.
“It’s Angel,” he cried. “I’d have known you anywhere. You’ve grown up, though, since I last saw you.”
I was laughing. I said: “You too, Ben.”
He put his arms round me and hugged me. He grinned at Gervaise whom he had decided must be my husband. “We’re old friends,” he said, as though apologizing for his exuberant and familiar welcome.
“I know,” replied Gervaise with his charming smile. “I’ve heard a great deal about you from Angelet and this is Justin Cartwright and his wife Morwenna.”
“Pleased you’ve come,” said Ben. “I reckon you’ll need a day or so in Melbourne before you come out to the Creek. I’ve booked you in at the Lord Melbourne. The baggage can go to the hotel. I expect you have brought quite a bit. I can arrange to have it all sent onto the Creek.”
“Oh, Ben,” I said, “you are so good to us.”
The others agreed.
“It’s nothing,” he answered. “I’m glad you’ve joined the company. I can tell you we’re starved of news of Home. The whole community is looking forward to your arrival. But now let’s get you to the hotel and I’ll tell you what arrangements have been made.”
We were put in what I learned was called a buggy, and passing through streets where I glimpsed some pleasant-looking houses we had soon arrived at the hotel.
We were taken to a reception desk where a lady in black presided. I caught a glimpse of men sitting at tables drinking and others at a bar.
We were at length led up a wide staircase and along a corridor to rooms which looked out on the street below. Our room had an alcove in which were washing necessities, and we were agreeably surprised.
When the door shut on us, Gervaise turned to me and, picking me up, danced around the room.
“We’re here,” he cried. “Now … to fortune.”
“Oh, Gervaise,” I said, “I do hope it turns out that way.”
“Of course it will. We’ll make it.”
“Can we?” I asked.
He nodded with certainty.
Ben had told us that he was staying at the hotel for one night to settle us in. Then he would return to Golden Creek and we were to follow later.
Over dinner that first evening in Melbourne he explained a great deal to us.
He said: “You will find life down at the Creek somewhat rough, although it has improved a great deal since I came here. I expect you are a little surprised by what you have seen of this town. Is it not a little more civilized than you were expecting?”
We all said that Melbourne appeared to be a very fine city indeed.
“Stretch your imagination a little and you might be in a provincial town in England, eh? Well, almost. They’ve worked wonders here. It’s all been happening since we got self-government.”
“But surely this is a colony?” said Gervaise.
“What I mean is separation from the rest of Australia. When you talk of us you say ‘The Colony of Victoria.’ That’s how we like it. The Queen of England granted us the right to separate ourselves and because of that we do her the honor of naming the colony after her. We’re Victoria and she is pleased. One day I’ll show you a cutting I have. I’ve kept it. It is a bit of history really. It’s from The Melbourne Herald. ‘Glorious news,’ it states, ‘Separation at last. We are an independent Colony.’ ”
“I should have thought,” I said, “that it would be better if you all stood together.”
Ben shook his head. “They are an independent people out here. Eighteen-fifty-one. That was the great year in the history of Victoria.”
“It’s the year we must have met,” I said involuntarily.
He smiled at me. “That is absolutely right. There was the Great Exhibition going on in Hyde Park. And I appeared out of the blue. Quite a shock for my grandfather.”
“Your grandfather is shock-proof.”
“He is a little like his grandson perhaps.”
The blue eyes were on me. Some understanding flashed between us. I knew he was thinking, as I was, of the man we had dragged into the pool.
He changed the subject abruptly.
“There’s a good deal of wealth round about Melbourne. You’ll see some really fine houses here. They’ve grown up since the Gold Rush. Those who got in first were the lucky ones.”
“What of you?” asked Justin.
“I’ve had a small share of the pickings, I’d say; but I haven’t struck the rich veins.”
“Do you think,” said Justin in some alarm, “that it has been worked out?”
Ben was silent for a moment. Then he said: “One can’t tell. There is no doubt that we have had gold in this part of the world. Whether it has been worked out is something we can’t be sure of. One thing we do know. It is not as easy as it was.”
“We did hear that you had a mine,” I said. “The Captain of the Royal Albert seemed to know a great deal about you.”
“Fame travels,” said Ben lightly. “What did he tell you about me?”
“That you were a sort of Peter Lalor.”
“Oh … our respected member of Parliament and the hero of the Eureka Stockade. I shouldn’t have thought we were alike. I have no intention of going into politics here.”
“He said you were a leader.”
Ben burst out laughing. “Lalor was a noble fellow. I don’t think I’d match him in that. He worked for the good of the community.”
“And for whose good do you work?”
“For the good of myself, of course.”
We all laughed.
He said: “I have arranged for places for you with Cobb’s. It’ll make traveling out to the Creek a little more comfortable than it would have been in the past.”
“Who are Cobb’s?”
“Mr. Cobb is from California. He came out here when there were so many people who wanted to get from the goldfields to the towns. His business extends all over Australia now. We are grateful to Mr. Cobb of California. He is a great boon to us all, I can assure you; and when you travel in one of his coaches and ask yourself how, without him, you would get from one place to another, you will be ready to sing his praises, too.”
“I don’t know what we should have done without you, Ben,” I said.
“You’d have managed. But you might have found it a bit roughgoing. It is better to have someone who knows the ropes to help you along.”
“Uncle Peter said you would do all you could for us.”
“Naturally I will,” he said, his blue eyes holding mine for a moment. He went on: “I shall be leaving tomorrow, so I shall be there when you arrive. I did think the ladies would want a little time to shop in Melbourne. There will be certain things you want to get. We’ve got one shop in the Creek. It sells most things, but there is not much choice. I’ve arranged places for you to live in … close to where the work goes on. You’ll have to stake your claim. I should advise you to go in together if that would suit you. You’ll be needing each other. It’s hard going, you know. But you’ll learn.” He looked at me intently. “You won’t find the place like Cador or my grandfather’s London residence.”
“We are prepared for inconveniences,” I said.
“That’s a good thing because you’ll get them.”
Gervaise said: “You have been most kind. We don’t know how to thank you.”
“When you strike gold you can give me a commission,” said Ben lightly.
“We certainly shall,” said Gervaise. “I’ll drink to that.”
“Very well, partner, but first find the gold.”
“We were told you have a mine and people work for you,” I said.
“That’s true.”
“Do you not … do the mining yourself?” asked Morwenna.
“I’m there every day. I know exactly what’s going on. I just have a few men to do the donkey work.”
I thought it was very exciting to be with him. He had that immense vitality which made one feel alive. I wondered if he had married. No one had said anything about a wife. I supposed there were not many women at Golden Creek. I might have asked him—but I did not.
We returned fairly early for it had been an exhausting day. Gervaise was elated.
He said: “It is all working out beautifully. This relation of yours … he really is quite a character.”
“Yes,” I said.
“One can believe all one has heard of him.”
“Do you like him, Gervaise?”
Gervaise was thoughtful. “I’m not sure,” he said at length. “He’d be a good friend. I imagine he could be quite ruthless. He must have been to have done what he did.”
“You mean the pool?”
“It would take some courage to do that … a cool sort of courage. Yes, I think he would be a good friend, but I should not care to provoke him.”
“Why?”
“As I said, I think he could be ruthless. But we’re here. Isn’t it wonderful?”
“Yes, it is, Gervaise. It’s exciting. I like this place. I am sure they must have some good midwives here.”
He stared at me.
“I was thinking of Morwenna,” I said.
We had three days in Melbourne. Morwenna and I explored the town together. We shopped and bought clothes for the baby. There was a good supply and we were delighted. We discovered a hospital. I wanted to make inquiries about it but Morwenna said it was too soon.
Everywhere we went we were welcomed. The people here seemed to enjoy having visitors from Home which was how they regarded England. All the time they wanted to hear news of what was happening there and they told us how they lapped up everything they could hear and how irked they were because they could not get enough news. They were proud of their town but there was a certain detectable nostalgia in their voices when they talked of Home.
It is exciting to be in a city which is almost growing under one’s eyes. At home everything was so old. London had been the Londinium of the Romans; antiquity lurked in every corner; and Cornwall, with its legends and stories, memories of before the coming of Christianity to our islands, seemed ageless. But a few years ago there had been no buildings here. I tried to imagine what it would have looked like then, and failed. But after I had listened to some of the people, who were very ready to talk, and had read accounts of the first settlers, a picture began to form in my mind. I could see those settlers coming over from Van Diemen’s Land and how they must have been struck by the beauty of the scenery—the wild bushland and the oaks and eucalypti and the river, its bank covered with bright yellow flowers, flowing into the sea. That was in the year 1835, before I was born, but to these people it did not seem so long. There had been some aborigines here—dark men who regarded them with wonder and from whom they learned that the name of the river was the Yarra Yarra.
I could see myself arriving with those people, marveling at the colorful birds—red-crested black cockatoos, yellow-crested white ones, the gallahs and the laughing kookaburras—all of which I was looking forward to discovering.
I was excited, wondering what my life here would be like. Ben was never far from my thoughts. I wanted to talk to him, to hear of his adventures. I wanted to hear everything about this new country from him.
There were some fine houses. Gold had made the town rich. We were amused to find that the name of one of the nicest parts of the town was Richmond, so reminiscent of our own Richmond on the Thames. When I had been to London to visit the Exhibition and had first met Benedict we had been to Richmond together. We had gone down the river from Westminster Stairs. Grace had been with us but what I remembered most was laughing with Ben, talking with Ben and the pleasure of being with him.
Although I was on the other side of the world I felt at home. I could love this place; it excited me because it was different and yet not alien. People talked to us in shops over the baby linen and the stores which we thought we should take with us. Morwenna and I had agreed, though, that we should have to see what we needed first, which we could only do when we settled in; then we should have to pay other visits to Melbourne. These people were very anxious to tell us what a fine town they had; we heard of the theater which had been built; the fine shops which were springing up everywhere; the grand houses, and how the settlers had brought with them English manners and customs. They played cricket just as in England and recently, the All-England Eleven match had been played on the Melbourne Cricket Ground. Two thousand people had come to welcome the players from Home, and the match had gone on for four days.
It was just like home.
The men were impatient to be on the move and although I felt there was much more I wanted to see in Melbourne, I was eager to take the coach and set out for Golden Creek.
We took the Cobb’s Coach on the appointed day. It was a smart-looking vehicle, made in America, drawn by six sturdy horses and it carried seventy passengers.
Our purchases and baggage had been sent on to Golden Creek, so we had nothing to worry about.
It was a very interesting journey. We had a chance to see some of the fine houses which had been built in the environs of the town. Most of the builders had endeavored to produce an English country mansion.
At length we were out in the country. There were miles and miles of bush broken only by the occasional tall eucalyptus trees.
The days seemed long. I was rather anxious about Morwenna who was beginning to show signs of fatigue. There could be no possible doubt that she was fairly well advanced in her state. I prayed that all would go well with her. Whatever she said, as soon as we arrived, I was going to make inquiries as to what arrangements could be made for bringing children into the world.
There were two nights when we stayed at inns which were prepared for the periodic visits of the travelers and were referred to by some people as Cobb’s Houses. Conditions were primitive; the comforts of the city did not extend to these places.
“Never mind,” said Gervaise. “It is only for two nights. We didn’t expect luxury, did we?”
We were all eager now to reach Golden Creek.
Several people got off the coach. The rest were going on to other fields further on.
Ben was waiting for us.
He said: “I think you had better come first to my place. Then in the morning you can get down to business.”
I looked round me.
We had alighted in what could be called a street. There were a few buildings, mostly primitive. There was a shop. I supposed that was the one which sold everything; and about it the dwelling-places were like shacks. The pavement was a raised wooden platform. A number of people came running out of the shacks and the buildings at the arrival of the coach. There were several children, all shrieking and shouting, greeting some of the people who alighted.
“It’s a red letter day when the coach comes in,” Ben explained.
“Where are the goldfields?” asked Gervaise.
Ben waved his arm. “All about the town,” he said.
“You mean this place?”
“I’m sorry. I’m flattering it … calling it a town. The town of Golden Creek.”
“Is there a creek?”
“Certainly there is a creek. That is where it got its name.”
“Golden Creek,” murmured Justin.
“It deserved it once,” said Ben. “Let’s hope it will again. Come this way. It’s just along here … away from the street You can’t see the house because it’s surrounded by bush. I kept it that way. Privacy, you know.”
He led the way. “You’ll need horses,” he went on. “Can’t get on without them here. I have a big stable.”
“You are so good to us, Ben,” I said gratefully.
He laid his hand on my shoulder. “Now, whom should I be good to if not to my own little cousin Angel? I’m not sure if it is cousin but that seems to be a term used for these vague relationships.”
We walked with him and in a short time we came to a spot where the bushes grew thick. He led us through them and before us was a lawn and then … the house.
It was of white stone and looked elegant and dignified, and perhaps because it seemed so out of place, imperious.
“Behold Golden Hall,” said Ben.
“Is that what you called it?” I cried.
He nodded. “It was built out of gold. It’s here because of gold. So what more appropriate?”
“It is really amazing,” I said.
“You will find a lot to amaze you out here, I hope.”
“I’m looking forward to that.”
“Well, come along in. They are prepared for you.”
“Who?” I asked quickly, and I felt a sudden fear that he was going to introduce us to his wife. I shouldn’t have minded, but I did.
“I have two people working for me with their family,” he explained. “Thomas and his wife, Meg; they have a son, Jacob, and a girl, Minnie. That is my staff. Thomas sold up everything to come out here to find gold. A familiar story.”
“So he didn’t find gold. He found the Golden Hall instead?” said Gervaise.
“That’s right. Many of them come out here with gold fever. They work frantically and perhaps they never have a find … and then they turn against it. They don’t want to hear another word about gold. They want to settle down to the steady life they had before they came. Thomas is like that. And his wife agrees with him. I don’t know about Jacob. He’s young yet. Perhaps he’ll catch gold fever one day and be off.”
“You seem to have found a pleasant niche for yourself here,” said Justin.
“The best of both worlds is the way I see it. I live like a squire but I have my mine and my hopes linger. One day I am going to find that rich vein of gold … and it will be such as was never found before.”
“And if you don’t?” I asked.
“I shall go on trying until I find it or they carry me off in my coffin … whichever comes first.”
“There is determination,” said Gervaise.
“A lesson to you,” I replied.
“Well, come along in. Meg will have a meal cooking and I’ll show you your rooms for the night. Then tomorrow … sharp … we’ll get down to business.”
The house was a replica of an English manor house. There were high ceilings and heavy oak beams.
Ben said to me: “I’ve tried to make it look like home.”
“It does,” I assured him.
We were taken into a drawing room. It had French windows opening onto a garden.
“Jacob tends that,” said Ben. “Thomas helps a little and Meg picks the flowers.”
“You must have thought of home often,” I mused, “to make it so like …”
“Often,” he assured me. “You should see your rooms now. Ah, here is Meg.”
She was a rotund comfortable-looking woman with rosy cheeks and rather wispy brown hair.
“Our visitors, Meg,” he said.
She nodded to us and said she would take us to our rooms. She hoped we’d be comfortable and if there was anything we wanted we should ask.
She took us up the wide staircase and there were our rooms. Gervaise and I gave a little gasp of pleasure as we went into ours. The light filtering through the blinds showed us the blue carpet and the covers to match, the cozy armchair, the writing desk and the alcove in which was a basin and ewer, there was a wardrobe and a dressing table with a swing-mirror on it.
“I’ll bring you hot water,” said Meg. “Dinner will be in about twenty minutes if you can make it.”
We assured her we could.
Gervaise looked at me. “This is more like it,” he said. “I haven’t seen anything like this since leaving home. I will say that Ben knows how to look after himself.”
Very soon we had washed and changed from our traveling clothes. We went down to the pleasant dining room which had windows similar to those in the drawing room but these looked on a well-kept garden to fields beyond.
I stood there looking out and Ben came to stand very close to me.
“That’s Morley country,” he said.
“Morley country?”
“My neighbor, James Morley. He owns a lot of land round here. I bought this patch from him to build my house on.”
“Did he make a fortune out of gold?”
“No. He’s been here for years. He came before the Rush and bought the land for next to nothing. He’s a farmer … a grazier … cattle and sheep. That’s his business and he has never deserted it for gold. He has done very well for himself, I can tell you. You’ll be sure to meet him sometime. Now we mustn’t let the food get cold or you will be in Meg’s bad books right at the start, I can tell you.”
It was a wonderful evening, to sit there listening to Ben. He did most of the talking. We just plied him with questions.
There was hot soup followed by thick steaks.
“People here have big appetites,” Ben told us. “It is the outdoor life.”
We made the acquaintance of Minnie, who came in to help her mother.
Ben talked about what lay ahead of us.
The following day he would take us to see the accommodation he had found for us.
“I don’t know how you ladies are going to like it,” he said. “It is primitive. But it is what they all have.”
“Except you,” I reminded him.
“Well, I decided to put my earnings into this house. That’s reasonable. They thought it was a bit crazy, I don’t doubt. The general idea is to strike it rich and move out.”
“And your intention was to stay?” asked Justin.
“Not I. When I have made the fortune I came out to find I shall go home. But it has to be a fortune. No little pickings for me. But in the meantime I want to make it comfortably. I have been thinking that you ladies ought to stay here.”
“Tell us about these places you have found for us,” said Morwenna.
“They are shacks really. It’s a shanty town. You saw some of them coming in.”
“It is good of you to suggest we stay here,” I said. “Thank you, Ben. But we shall have to be together … and do as the others do.”
He looked at me ruefully.
“So we are to live in two of those shacks …”
“The very same. At one time they were just in tents … and then they put up these shacks. They are in demand. I had to arrange a few details to get even them for you. There are two side by side. I think you would like that. They are furnished with a bed, a few chairs and a table. There is a small rental. There is a division making a bedroom and a living room and there is a little wash house at the back. You have to get your water from the well. Water is rather precious here. The man who owns the places is another retired from the gold hunt. He finds his business of letting more profitable.”
I looked anxiously at Morwenna and thought of her condition.
“I am sure we shall be all right,” she said bravely.
“Well, you ladies are welcome to stay here whenever you like.”
“It is so kind and thoughtful of you,” said Morwenna, “but we should want to be with our husbands.”
“Somehow I thought you might. It is what they would expect of you here.”
“Who?” I asked.
“The rest of the community.” Ben frowned. “You see, you are all living close together. They would want you to be as they are. They’re a mixed lot … all sorts and conditions. Some are quite aristocratic … others … well, definitely not. You have to mix with them. There is a certain code. We don’t want trouble in the township. We have to keep a sharp look out for that sort of thing.”
“What is there?” asked Gervaise. “Some sort of vigilante?”
“You could say that. Well, you will see soon enough how it works. Now tomorrow you will want to see about your claim. What you will buy will be your piece of land. I daresay you will want to work it together. I should think that was the best thing to do. The Mandeville-Cartwright Plot. You’ll need two of you in any case. Well, we shall see.”
“I can’t wait to start digging,” said Gervaise.
Ben gave him a strange look. I knew he was finding it difficult to imagine Gervaise as a miner.
That night I slept peacefully in the luxurious bed and I awoke early. I could not stay in bed so I left Gervaise there and went into the alcove and washed; and then went downstairs.
I found my way to the dining room, opened the French windows and stepped out.
The early morning air was delightfully fresh. I stood there looking out over the garden to what Ben had called Morley country.
I was thinking of a man who had come out here and bought up the land cheaply and started by grazing his sheep and cattle, unperturbed by the desire to make an easy fortune.
There was a step beside me and I was startled out of my reverie.
It was Ben.
“Taking the air?” he asked.
I nodded.
“Good, eh?”
I agreed that it was.
“Are you going to like it here, Angel?”
“Isn’t it rather too soon to say?”
“Yes. You are going to find it rough, you know. Perhaps I should have given you more warning.”
“We didn’t think we were coming out to a place with myriads of servants to wait on us, you know.”
“Even so … Well, remember, there is always room for you at the Hall here if it gets too much for you.”
“We shall have to live like the others.”
“Just at the moment, perhaps.”
Justin came out to join us. He looked fresh and rested. Ben asked him if he had had a good night and he replied that he had indeed. He was all ready now to start on the enterprise.
We went in to breakfast.
That day was one of great activity and discovery. In spite of Ben’s warnings, Morwenna and I were a little taken aback at the sight of our new homes. Shack was an apt description. I could not quite see my elegant Gervaise fitting into such surroundings; but with the lust for gold on him, he made no complaint. This was going to be the greatest gamble of all.
There was a great deal of business to be done; and the men went off to choose their plot which they did with Ben’s help; and then they staked their claim. This took some time and while they were doing it, Morwenna and I made a minute examination of our new homes. When we had recovered from the initial dismay, we began to make plans for them. We decided that we could make them more attractive with perhaps a pretty curtain at the window and a few cushions. We looked at the township, which did not take us very long for it was just one street with its wooden platform serving as a sidewalk, and the rest was scattered shacks rather like our own. We discovered the wells. There were two. We went to the store and were helped by a certain Mrs. Bowles, who ran it with her husband—two more who, I garnered, had given up the search for gold and settled for work which, while it might not bring the ultimate reward, gave them a steady living. She was very friendly and advised us as to what we should need. She was talkative and, as with most people, she was more interested in herself than in others: and once she had satisfied herself as to what part of the Old Country we had come from—no need to ask for what purpose—she was satisfied. She told us that her husband, Arthur, had come out to find gold.
She gave me a little nudge. “These nuggets the size of your fist don’t grow on trees. It’s one in a million that finds them. After we’d gone three months without finding more than a few specks, I said to Arthur, ‘Enough’s enough. What they want here is a good store … and that’s what we are giving them.’ ”
She told us that at home she had been a midwife. I was delighted. I looked significantly at Morwenna.
“Not enough babies born here to make it a profession,” she said. “So I do it in-between-like. When I’m called Arthur or one of the women will see to the shop. It works.”
We said nothing about Morwenna’s condition then, but at least we knew there was an experienced woman close by. It was comforting.
During the next few days I learned a little about what life would be like here for Morwenna and me. We should be busy in the house. We had to cook which meant keeping a fire going in the outhouse-type kitchen. We had to get water from the well. We had to be ready to buy meat early in the morning, so that we got it before the flies did. We could not keep it but had to cook it immediately. It seemed that we—who had never done any domestic work in our lives—had a good deal to learn.
So had the men.
Ben explained to us that much of the gold to be found now was deep in the earth. That near the surface had already been mined. It would be found in channels which they called leads—and we must follow them. This could mean digging down to perhaps one hundred feet. It had been easier in the beginning when the leads had been close to the surface of the earth.
Shafts had to be sunk through the clay and gravel; and these shafts had to be timbered as there was a danger of the earth’s falling in and burying the miners alive.
Great heaps of what they called mullock—the earth which had been dug up—made hillocks at the sides of the mine shafts.
“Windlasses used to be placed on top of these,” said Ben, “but that was simply not good enough for deep sinking. There have to be men down in the mine digging and filling buckets with earth; these are drawn up by winding the windlasses. Then the soil has to be panned in the stream to see if it contains the magic metal.”
Neither Gervaise nor Justin lost any of their enthusiasm at the prospect of so much hard work. This was a gamble and I had come to realize that for Gervaise there was nothing in life which he found so irresistible.
They were out all day and came back to the shacks exhausted. Morwenna and I cooked the steaks for them in the open fire in our kitchens and we learned how to make dampers. There was beer to drink for we had a saloon run by another of the disillusioned miners.
A week passed and I was surprised how much had been accomplished and how quickly we accepted our way of life.
I had glimpsed Ben now and then. He always seemed pleased to see me. He called at the shack one day and asked if Morwenna and I would ride with him. He thought we ought to see something of the countryside. He had seen Gervaise and Justin that morning and they were hard at it. He grinned.
“They can’t stop working,” he said. “It’s always the way when people first come out. They are afraid to lose a minute because that might be the one minute when they find the six-hundred-ounce nugget. I told them I was going to call on you ladies and suggest I take you for a ride round.”
I said I should enjoy it and I thought Morwenna would too.
We found Morwenna lying down. She was having one of her bouts of sickness.
“Then it will be just the two of us,” said Ben. “Come on. I’ll find a horse for you.”
He had a sizable stable; he chose a mare which he thought would be suitable for me and saddled her.
“She’s yours,” he said, “for as long as you are here.”
“You are so generous.”
“What! To my old friend?”
I smiled at him. “I’m glad you’re here, Ben. I think I should be a little uneasy if you weren’t.”
“No need to think of that. I’m here. And here I stay.”
“Till you find your fortune.”
“That’s right. How’s that? Comfortable?”
“Very.”
“She’s a good old stager, aren’t you, Foxey?”
“Foxey! Is that her name?”
“Yes. She’s that reddish color and there’s a look of a fox about her … or there was when she was born. She’s a nice easygoing old thing.”
“You mean she’s sober and suitable for a greenhorn?”
“Exactly. You don’t want a wild thing when you are new to a country. This isn’t like home, you know. It’s all shrub for miles and miles. You could lose yourself here and wander round and round in circles. Now Foxey likes her home here in the stables and I wouldn’t mind taking a bet that if you were lost, she’d bring you back.”
We rode away from the township.
“This is like old times,” he said. “Remember how we used to ride together when I came to Cador?”
“Yes. Ben … do you ever think of …”
“You mean all that by the pool?”
“Yes,” I said. “It haunts me even now.”
“It is all over and done with.”
“I can’t forget what we did, Ben.”
“I know.”
“Does it still haunt you?”
“Not much.”
“In a way we killed him.”
He looked at me in amazement. “He fell and hit his head on a stone. That was what killed him. It was a good thing. He wouldn’t be able to murder any more innocent little girls.”
“But we … disposed of him.”
“Hm. Perhaps we should have left him there on the grass and reported it. That would have been the right thing to do, I suppose.”
“Yes, Ben, I wish we had.”
“There would have been a lot of questions. It would have been horrible for you … for me, too. No, what happened was best. He would have been hanged in any case.”
“I tell myself that.”
“My dear Angelet. I believe it has worried you terribly.”
“And you?”
“I don’t think about it. It happened. I knocked him down and he struck his head on a stone. It killed him. We put him in that pool. That finished it.”
“I wish I had felt like that.”
“My dear Angel, it was easier for me. I was not nearly raped and murdered. You were the one who suffered that nightmare.”
He had pulled up and was looking at me.
“It has been on your mind all this time. Oh, you poor little Angel.” He took my hand and kissed it. “I wish I’d known. I would have come to comfort you and made you see it as I did.”
“All the way from Australia?”
He looked at me solemnly. “From the ends of the Earth,” he said.
“Well, it would have been from the other side.”
We laughed and he said: “You don’t still feel guilty, do you?”
“I feel better and better. Seeing you helps.”
“I’m so glad you have come, Angel. I’ve thought a lot about you.”
“You mean because of that man?”
“No … not only that … though it was quite something to share together, wasn’t it? But there were other things … our rides … our talks. Do you remember how we used to go to the moor, tie up our horses and lie on the grass and talk?”
“Yes, I remember.”
“Such happy times. Memorable times. I shall never forget them. We must go riding like this … often, Angel.”
“We shall both have work to do.”
“We’ll find time. Come on.”
He started to gallop and I went after him.
Suddenly he pulled up. “Look at all this,” he said. “Fine grazing land. Morley territory … miles and miles of it.”
“He doesn’t put fences round to keep people out.”
That made Ben laugh. “My dear Angelet, he couldn’t do it if he wanted to. It’s too vast. As long as we don’t steal his sheep we’re welcome here. Look at this place. We could tie up our horses on that bush, and we could sit and talk as we used to. It brings back our youth, doesn’t it?”
“A good idea.”
And it was just as it had been all those years ago on Bodmin Moor.
“I always remembered the tale you told me of the men who found gold in the tin mine and how they left a portion of the profits to those weird little men … who were they?”
“The knackers.”
“I remembered that when I heard there was gold here … in Australia. Well, I shan’t be looking for gold in a tin mine, but in a far more likely place.”
He plucked a blade of grass and looked at it. “Not as green as the variety we get at home,” he said. “Are you homesick?”
“For Cador perhaps and my parents. But this is a new life and Gervaise is here … and Morwenna …”
“So you feel you have a little bit of home around you?”
“I suppose that’s so. Tell me about the Morleys and the man I have heard called Bruin.”
He laughed. “Bruin? That’s Robin Bears actually. We’re lucky to have him here. He’s invaluable to me … and to all here. I think they know it. He is always called Bruin … due to his name of course. And he looks like a bear.”
“Is he one of the diggers?”
“Yes. But he has other duties. He was a prizefighter back home … quite a renowned one. He killed a man in the ring and after that he never wanted to box again. So he came out here to make his fortune. There was some difficulty about his claim and I was able to sort it out for him. I did very little really, but he thought it was a great deal. He is a simple man and the sight of that piece of paper with writing on it terrified him. I showed him where to put his mark and he thought I was some sort of magician. He now has his stake here; and I had an idea that he could help to keep order. You’ll have to understand about that, Angel … all of you will. This isn’t home. We have some rough characters here and we have to make the laws.”
“I know. You did tell me that.”
“You see here we have this closely knit community … most of us bent on one thing: finding that amount of gold which is going to make us rich overnight. It’s a dangerous situation.”
“You mean theft?”
“I mean that among other things. There are some women here … but more men. When I see some of the men’s eyes on the women, I am watchful. I have to be. We can’t have trouble in the township. We have to make sure of some law and order.”
“Why you, Ben?”
“Because I have a lot to lose, I daresay. In any case, all of those who want peace while they get on with their work are with me. We can’t set up courts of law. We’d have the government after us … and the government doesn’t want to be troubled with petty squabbles on a gold mining estate. They would like to see the whole thing dispersed and the men going back to working in the towns … and then perhaps the government would organize a search for gold. We don’t want that. But we have to keep law and order going. This is where Bruin comes in. If any man is found guilty of a sin against the community, Bruin issues a challenge. He demands they come and meet him in the ring. He then proceeds to punish them in accordance with their sin. It works. No one wants to face up to a pummeling from Bruin.”
“What an extraordinary way of meting out justice!”
“It works. Things have to be a bit unconventional here, you know. But you’ll like Bruin. He’s quite … unusual. He is well over six feet tall; his nose was broken in a fight and it has flattened it somewhat; he’s got what they call a cauliflower ear; but he has the most innocent pair of wide blue eyes that you ever saw. They reflect his innocence. He is naive; he is almost child-like. But you must like Bruin.”
“I feel sure I shall. Now tell me about the Morleys.”
“I am arranging for you to meet them very soon. I have told James about you. He wants you to go up to the house. He’s glad you’re here. He thinks Lizzie might find suitable friends in you and Mrs. Cartwright.”
“Lizzie? It’s the first time I’ve heard of her.”
“Lizzie is his daughter … the apple of his eye.”
“Is there a Mrs. Morley?”
“Not now. She died. There are only old Morley and Lizzie. I’ll show you their house. It’s quite grand in its way. You see, we do have some beautiful houses here.”
“I know. I saw some in Melbourne.”
“Built by the gold millionaires mostly.”
“It is amazing how everyone wants to be rich.”
“Of course they do. Riches mean power, and power I suppose is one of the most desirable objects on earth … men being what they are.”
“You want that don’t you, Ben?”
He nodded. “Yes, I do.”
“And when you have it what will you do with it?”
“I shall see what my immediate needs are.”
“And then you will gratify them?”
“If it is possible, yes.”
“Power … money … they cannot give you everything.”
He looked at me steadily and said: “There are things above them, I know. But you must admit they provide a good deal. Are you happy, Angel?”
“Happy … why yes.”
“Your Gervaise … he is a charming fellow.”
“Yes, he is. He was so wonderful when I told him … about the pool. He made me see it differently. I haven’t worried so much since then.”
“Good. Sounds sensible. And Justin Cartwright? What of him?”
“Oh, he and Morwenna had a romantic match. She ran away with him to Gretna Green. They gave us a shock at the time but that’s over now. I am worried about her though, Ben. She is going to have a baby.”
“Good Heavens! When?”
“In about four months or so I should think. I am anxious about her being here.”
“There is a midwife. She runs the store.”
“I know. I’ve met her. Is she good?”
“I think so. It is a pity Mrs. Cartwright came out. It would have been better for her to have had the child at home … and perhaps come out later.”
“Oh, she wouldn’t have wanted to do that. She knew she was going to have the child before she came. But she didn’t say anything because she thought it would upset everyone. Morwenna is like that. She is completely unselfish.”
“Well, Mrs. Bowles is quite good.”
“I do hope it will be all right.”
“Lizzie Morley was born out here. And there have been others. From what I gathered it was touch and go with Lizzie. Old Morley had been a farmer at home and was down on his luck when he heard how cheap land was going out here … some of it given away. He was obsessed by the idea. He’s told me the story many times. He was a tenant farmer and he had always wanted his own place. He and Alice had been married for some years. There were no children. She was almost forty at the time and had given up hope of ever having any. So they sold up and came out here. Alice wasn’t so keen to come. She was a home lover and home to her was England. Some people are like that, you know. They pine away for the sight of home. They hate the droughts here and they hate the heat; and it can be cold in this part, too. They hate the glare of the sun and they think of misty days and cool sunshine and the blessed rain. They pine away. Alice wasn’t as bad as that and naturally she wanted to be where her husband was and she made a home for him in this country.”
“What of Lizzie?”
“Oh, Lizzie wasn’t born then. I don’t know what it was … the Australian air … the change of everything … who can say? They settled in, bought their bit of land with their savings. It was true, the government here was almost giving it away. They wanted settlers of James Morley’s kind … good, steady, hard-working people, mingling with the convict stock which had come out in the first place. Everything seemed to be working well … and then Alice was going to have a child.”
“They must have been delighted.”
“They were. It was just what they needed.”
“What happened?”
“Alice was no longer young, as I told you. She was turned forty actually. There was misgiving. Everyone was saying she was too old to have children. But she came through, and there was general rejoicing when Lizzie was born. They adored the child. I heard all this when I came here. You can’t keep secrets living close as we do. I think Alice had a fall when she was holding the child. I don’t know whether it was that or not. No one does. But Lizzie didn’t grow up quite like other girls.”
“You mean she is crippled?”
“Oh no … not crippled. It’s just that she is a little … simple. She’s practical enough. She nursed her mother when she was ill. But there is a kind of innocence about her as though she hasn’t really grown up. She is a sweet girl. People are fond of her. She is good and gentle … but a little childish. She was wonderful looking after her mother. That was very sad. Alice was very ill for some months. This happened when Lizzie was in her early teens. It was some sort of growth. There was no hope really. There wouldn’t have been even if they had been at home, but you can imagine what it was like here. It was a very painful death and Lizzie nursed her mother throughout. She died and there were only the two of them. Poor James. He was heartbroken. He turned all his affection to Lizzie. He was already doing very well at that time. He had worked hard and it was beginning to show results. Lizzie was a good housekeeper. It was just that she was slow. He sent to England for a governess for her who taught her to read and write. The governess said she was a dear girl but she just could not teach her much beyond that. But she could sew, do the garden and she looked after her father’s comforts wonderfully. If you are kind to Lizzie she repays with genuine affection.”
“She sounds a very nice person.”
“Nice yes, that’s Lizzie. It’s a shame that she is as she is.”
“I look forward to meeting her.”
“It will be arranged. What about now? Why don’t we call on our way back?”
“I’d like that.”
“It’s pleasant here. I’d like to stay for a long time … talking to you.”
“I like it too, Ben.”
He looked at me and smiled and for a time neither of us spoke.
I felt a little uneasy. Ben was so often in my thoughts. I rose and said: “Yes, I do want to see Lizzie and her father and if we are going to do that today we should be going now.”
I went to Foxey and mounted her. We rode off in silence for Ben was thoughtful, too.
The Morley house was quite large. It had been built in the mock-Gothic style so fashionable at home. It gave an impression of solidity. It was surrounded by gardens which had obviously been very carefully tended, and as we rode up to the house I saw a girl with a basket on her arm; she had been snipping the dead flowers from the bushes.
“It’s Lizzie,” cried Ben. “Lizzie, come and meet Mrs. Mandeville.”
Lizzie gave a little cry of pleasure and came towards me. Some of the dead flowerheads fell from the basket. She paused and looked at them as though puzzling as to whether she should pick them up or come on to us.
“You can pick those up later,” said Ben. “First come and meet our new friend.”
She nodded as though pleased to have the problem solved for her; she came towards us smiling.
She had the face of a young child, quite unlined, wide blue eyes and sleek fair hair in a plait which was wound round her head.
Ben took her hand and she gave him a smile of contentment as though she were very glad to see him.
“Mrs. Mandeville … Angelet,” he said.
“Angelet,” she repeated after him.
“And, Angelet, this is Lizzie about whom I have told you.”
I took her hand and she gave me that rather lovely innocent smile.
“Is your father at home, Lizzie?” asked Ben.
She nodded.
“Perhaps we could all go and see him, eh? Ah, here is Mrs. Wilder.”
Mrs. Wilder, a rather stern-faced woman in, I imagined, her late thirties, had emerged from the house and was coming towards us.
“Good day, Mrs. Wilder,” said Ben. “This is Mrs. Mandeville. I was telling you and Mr. Morley about the new arrivals, you remember.”
“Of course, Mr. Lansdon,” said Mrs. Wilder. “Welcome to Golden Creek, Mrs. Mandeville. Mr. Morley will be delighted to see you. Do come in.”
I had not heard of Mrs. Wilder before but I guessed by the manner in which she went to Lizzie and took her arm that she was a sort of housekeeper or companion to Lizzie.
“Lizzie has been wanting to meet you,” said Mrs. Wilder. “Haven’t you, Lizzie?”
“Oh yes … yes,” said Lizzie.
Her candid gaze met mine and I returned her smile.
We were taken into a hall. It was hung with prints of horses mostly. There was a heavy oak chest over which was an ornate mirror in a heavy brass frame. Mrs. Wilder knocked at a door and called out: “Visitors, Mr. Morley. Mr. Lansdon has brought Mrs. Mandeville.”
“Come along in,” called a voice.
We went into a room which seemed full of heavy furniture. On the mantelshelf where there were many ornaments was a daguerreotype picture of a woman in a tight black bodice and a voluminous skirt. Her hair was drawn down at the sides of her face to a knot at the back and I could see in her a faint resemblance to Lizzie. I guessed this was Alice Morley, for the picture had pride of place among the vases.
In a big armchair, a table beside him, on which stood a glass of ale, sat James Morley.
“Hello, James,” said Ben. “I’ve brought one of our newcomers to meet you. This is Mrs. Mandeville.”
He was about to make a great effort and rise, but Ben stopped him. “Don’t get up, James. Mrs. Mandeville understands.”
“I’m a bit stiff in my joints these days,” said James Morley. “But welcome to Golden Creek. I’m glad to see you.”
“Do sit down,” said Mrs. Wilder. “I daresay you would like some refreshment. Wine … or ale …”
We both agreed that we would like a little wine and Mrs. Wilder went away to get it.
“Now,” said James Morley. “What do you think of Golden Creek?”
Ben laughed.
“A difficult question for Mrs. Mandeville to answer politely, James. She has just come from fashionable London.”
“A little different here, eh?”
I said that indeed it was but that I was finding Golden Creek very interesting.
“People come and go. I should never have come …” He looked at the picture on the mantelshelf.
Ben said quickly: “We could all say that at times.” He turned to me. “Mr. Morley has one of the most prosperous properties in Victoria.”
His eyes brightened a little at that. “Good grazing land,” he said. “I was one of the lucky ones. I was here before the others came. Why, when I first came here there wasn’t a homestead for a good many miles.”
The wine had arrived and Mrs. Wilder served it.
“We met Lizzie doing something with the flowers,” said Ben.
“Lizzie’s always doing something with the flowers,” said her father indulgently. “Aren’t you, Lizzie?”
The girl nodded, smiling happily.
“And she’s done wonders with them, too, hasn’t she, Mrs. Wilder?”
“I never thought,” said Mrs. Wilder, “to see them grow as they do. You have green fingers, Lizzie.”
Lizzie laughed happily.
“So you’re out here to find gold, Mrs. Mandeville,” said James Morley.
“Yes,” I said, “and that seems to be the usual reason why people are here.”
“A wild goose chase, I reckon.”
“But some people catch the goose,” added Ben.
James Morley looked at him and cocked his eye on one side. “And if anyone’s going to do that, I’ll lay a sovereign it’ll be you, Ben Lansdon.”
“It is what I intend,” said Ben.
“The quest for gold,” said the old man. “If only we were content with what we’ve got and didn’t go stretching out for more.”
“The world would just stand still,” said Ben. “Now, James, we’ve had this argument before.” He turned to me. “James thinks I ought to go in for grazing. He reckons it’s the sensible thing to do.”
“Well, look how it’s turned out for me. Look at my land … and who’s to say I’ve finished yet. There’s money in sheep. There’s money in cattle. I reckon I’ve got the finest house here … barring none.”
“Well, mine is not exactly a hovel,” said Ben. “Bear me out, Angel, Mrs. Wilder, Lizzie …”
Lizzie laughed. “It is a lovely house,” she said. I saw her father’s eyes on her. They were fond and a little sad.
“Tell me,” went on James Morley, “what is happening in London. We don’t get much news out here.”
I tried to think of what had happened. England seemed far away. I told him of the death of the Prince Consort and how sad the Queen was; then I wished I hadn’t because I saw him look at the picture on the mantelshelf.
I searched my mind. There had been trouble with the cotton workers in Lancashire. Not a very pleasant topic. The Prince of Wales was going to marry Princess Alexandra of Denmark and there was Civil War in America.
It all sounded very remote. So I told them about our journey and the ports we had visited. Then I said: “Morwenna … Mrs. Cartwright … would love to visit you. She would have been with me this morning but in fact she was not feeling very well. She is going to have a baby.”
Lizzie’s eyes sparkled. “Oh, I love little babies.”
“Well,” I said. “You will be able to see Morwenna’s.”
Mrs. Wilder said: “Not very many babies are born out here. Has Mrs. Cartwright seen Mrs. Bowles yet?”
“No … not yet.”
“I think she should. I know a little about nursing … not very much. But I did look after my husband for several years. Babies are not my line. It’s more general nursing.”
“I’ll tell Morwenna. You will like her.”
“Morwenna …” repeated Lizzie.
“Yes. Isn’t it a pretty name, Lizzie? Is it Cornish?” asked Mrs. Wilder.
“Yes. Morwenna is Cornish. So am I partly. My grandfather was Cornish. We have a house there.”
“A wonderful place,” said Ben. “It has stood there for hundreds of years. You must tell Lizzie all about it.”
“Oh yes, please,” said Lizzie clasping her hands and smiling.
I noticed how pleased her father looked and when we rose to go he took my hand and pressed it warmly.
“Come again,” he said. “There will be a welcome for you at Morley House.”
“Thank you,” I replied. “I am so pleased we called in.”
Mrs. Wilder and Lizzie walked with us to the stables to get our horses. They stood waving as we rode away.
Ben said: “You see how it is with Lizzie.”
“They seemed to treat her like a child.”
“She is a child in a way. She is not dull. It is just that she has never really grown up.”
“Who is Mrs. Wilder?”
“She is the indispensable one. She came to the place when her husband died. Another casualty of the mines. He was half suffocated down there and after they brought him up he was never the same again. When James’s wife died he was always looking round for someone to look after the servants and to be a surrogate mother to Lizzie. Mrs. Wilder came … She’s been there ever since.”
“She seems very efficient.”
“Morley is lucky. So is Mrs. Wilder. It is a good post for her and she fills it admirably. She gets on wonderfully well with Lizzie.”
“I could see that Lizzie is fond of her.”
“My dear Angelet, Lizzie loves the whole world. She thinks everyone is as good and kind as herself. Sometimes I think people like Lizzie are the lucky ones. They think the world is a beautiful place. They are happy.” He looked at me steadily. “It is because they never reach out for the impossible.”
I felt there was some deep meaning behind his words and they made me uneasy.
After the first two or three weeks at Golden Creek time began to fly past. The days were so full. We had to clean the shacks and try to bring a little homely comfort to them, which was not easy. Neither Morwenna nor I was accustomed to housework; moreover we had to cook. We took this in turns—sometimes the four of us eating in their shack, at others in ours.
Both Gervaise and Justin—perhaps even less accustomed to the sort of work they were doing than we were—were exhausted at the end of the day. I used to wonder how long they would stay here. I could sense a growing disillusionment. I mentioned this to Gervaise when we lay in our narrow uncomfortable bed, too tired almost even to talk and just doing so in sleepy sentences.
“Gervaise,” I said, “why don’t we go home?”
“To all those debts?”
“We’d do something. How can you go on digging … endlessly tipping those cradles into the stream … looking in vain.”
“It won’t always be in vain. If I left … and the very next day they found gold I should never forgive myself.”
I understand what kept all these men going. Not yesterday … not today … but tomorrow.
There was a similarity between Gervaise, Justin and all these men around us. It was the lust for gold. Ben had it, too. It was only a few like Arthur Bowles and James Morley who had turned their backs on what I thought of as the Golden Goddess and when I considered those two I sensed a certain serenity about them which the others lacked.
When I became used to this way of life, I found I could do what I had to do in the house and enjoy a little leisure. I began to know the people. Ben had been right when he said there were all sorts and conditions. There was Peter Callender, of whom it was whispered that he sported a title back in the Old Country. He never used it here; that would have been frowned on; but his manners and speech betrayed him as what they called “one of the nobs.” He was always gallant to the women and displayed an easygoing nonchalance, but he worked on his patch as fervently as the rest.
In contrast there was David Skelling, a weasel-like cockney, who, it was said, had worked his term and settled. What crime he had committed no one knew. There were several like him. Backgrounds were never inquired into. There were certain conventions in the township and that was one of them.
There was the Higgins family—father, mother and two sons; they worked like maniacs and I heard that a year ago they struck quite a little haul. They ought to have left when they did, but they wanted more.
And of course I made the acquaintance of Bruin. I liked him. As with Lizzie, there was something child-like and trusting about him. He had the gold fever too. I was surprised really because I should never have thought he was an ambitious man.
He was not a great talker. Almost everything I learned about him had to be squeezed out of him by relentless questioning.
“Do you never miss England, Bruin?” I asked.
His battered face creased into an almost tender smile. “Well, Missus, I wouldn’t say yes and I wouldn’t say no.”
“Well, what would you say, Bruin?”
Then he laughed and said: “You are a caution.”
It was a favorite saying of his. I believe he had quickly summed me up as being that, whatever it was, and he was going to stick to his deduction. I hoped it was meant to be some sort of compliment.
“When did you discover you were a fighter, Bruin?” I asked.
“Oh … er … a long time ago.”
“When you were eight … ten?”
“Aye,” he said. “Aye.”
“And did someone find out and make you start?”
“Reckon.”
“You had to learn, of course.”
He grinned, looking down at his fist, clenching it and taking a punch at an imaginary opponent.
“I believe it is a sport enjoyed by royalty. The Prince Regent, I have heard, was very enthusiastic about it in his day.”
He was silent. I was sure he was looking back in the past. Then suddenly his face puckered and I guessed he was thinking of the man he had killed in the ring. It was easy to sense his emotions because he was too guileless to hide them.
“Tell me how you came out to Australia, Bruin,” I asked, changing the subject and I hoped diverting his thoughts.
“On a ship.”
“Of course. But why?”
“Gold,” he said. “Mr. Ben … he was good to me.” His face expressed a kind of adoration. He looked upon Ben as above ordinary mortals.
Ben came into our conversation quite frequently. I realized that was one of the reasons why I liked talking to Bruin.
Gradually I drew from him how Ben had sorted out his papers. He could not make head nor tail of them. He had thought he would have to go back home because he could never understand the papers.
“Then just like that,” he said snapping his fingers, “Mr. Ben … he said ‘You put a cross here, Bruin,’ he said, and I staked me claim … just like that.”
I liked to see his face light up with appreciation for Ben. In fact Ben was hardly ever out of my thoughts. That was understandable. He stood out in the community. He was different from the rest; and oddly enough, although they insisted on a certain conformity and Peter Callender with his title was supposed to mean no more to them than David Skelling with his questionable background, they did realize that Ben was different.
Ben had acted unconventionally. He had had a good strike. It was not a major one but it had made him comparatively rich; it had been enough for him to build a grand house in Melbourne and live like the gentleman he obviously was … or go Home. But what did he do? He built a house here … near the township; he had his own mine with men to work for him. Moreover he had set himself up as a sort of guardian of the township. Yes, there was something different about Ben.
They respected him. Moreover they felt he was necessary to the smooth running of the township. He kept a certain order and with such a motley crowd that was no small matter.
Morwenna’s time was getting near. Mrs. Bowles had seen her and had told her that she seemed to be in good health and she was sure that every thing would go as it should.
“Mind you,” she said to me, “she’s a lady and having children’s not so easy with them sort.”
“Why ever not?” I demanded.
“Don’t ask me. I’m not the Almighty. I reckon it’s because they’ve been too well looked after all their lives.”
“You do think she’ll be all right?”
“Right as a trivet. I’ll see to that.”
I was growing anxious and I spoke to Ben about it. He said: “When the time arrives she must stay at Golden Hall.”
“Oh thanks, Ben. I’ll tell her.”
“I shall insist. At least she will be comfortable there. And, Angel, you’d better come with her. She’ll want you nearby, I daresay.”
I felt excited at the prospect. Naturally I wanted to be with Morwenna, and at the same time I should enjoy being in Ben’s house.
It was summer and the days were very hot, although the temperature could change abruptly—and even though it would be what we called warm in England, it seemed cool after the excessive heat. The flies were a pest. They seemed to take a malicious delight in tormenting us and the more one brushed them away the more persistently they came back. I thought longingly of home. It would be winter there now. I remembered evenings at Uncle Peter’s, those dinner parties with Matthew and his political acquaintances, talking interestedly of affairs round the dinner table. I pictured my parents at Cador and an almost unbearable nostalgia beset me.
I think at that time I was beginning to fall out of love with Gervaise. He had changed, and although he was easygoing and never lost his temper, I could no longer see the elegant young man whom I had married; he was often unkempt—he who had always been so elegantly attired; this arduous labor was something he had never done before. I believe he had fancied he could come out, dig up a little soil and then … Eureka! … there was the precious shining fortune in his panning cradle.
It was not like that.
But I still saw the gleam in his eyes … that feverish desire to gamble which had already cost us our comfortable and civilized existence.
And there was Ben. He worked as hard as any of them. He was at his mine most of the day … supervising, watching, organizing, giving orders. But he retained the calm reassurance which I had noticed when he first came to Cador. He did not change.
When I saw the conditions in which most of them lived, I realized what he had done for us. We had thought our shacks very humble dwellings, but they were a great improvement on most of the others. He had put rugs on the wooden floors; he had had adequate bed linen sent for us. We owed a great deal to him.
He called in frequently at the shack. He would look at me anxiously and ask if I was all right. We were lucky to have him as our friend.
Gervaise and Justin were working hard, spurred on by the thought that one day they were going to find what was called in the township a “jeweler’s shop.” They did have one or two small finds which made them hilariously merry, because it was an indication that there was a possibility of finding more in that spot. Some diggers had found not a sign of the precious metal in their land, which must have been very depressing.
There had been great rejoicing the first night they had found their ounce of gold. There were a few men in the township who played cards, sometimes in one of the shacks, but mostly in the saloon. Gervaise, of course, had joined them; and I felt that he had learned nothing from all that had happened. He quickly lost all that little find had brought him. Not so Justin; he played and won a little. I began to think that Justin was as confirmed a gambler as Gervaise, but a luckier one.
I did not understand Justin very much. Morwenna was devoted to him and she talked frequently of his virtues. She was so lucky that he had chosen her, she said. She often marveled at it. But then she had been one of the most self-effacing people I had ever known. She had come to believe that she was not attractive and her coming out had seemed to confirm this. I had always tried to tell her that if she cast off that feeling of inferiority and behaved as though she were not so concerned as to whether people liked her or not, they would certainly realize that she was a very charming girl indeed. However Justin had apparently seen her worth and she was eternally grateful to him for that.
I did get the impression sometimes that there was a certain secretiveness about his past. All we knew of him was that he had been in America and had come to England to “see what he would do”; he had a small private income which enabled him to “look around.” Well, he had cast his eyes on the goldfields of Australia. I wondered whether he was already regretting that.
One day when I was alone in our shack I was surprised to see him for usually he was working at the mine at this time.
He said: “I’m on my way to the Bowleses’ to get some stores. But I wanted to have a word with you, Angelet. Are you busy?”
“Of course not. What did you want to say to me? Do sit down.”
He sat on one of the stout wooden chairs which had come to us through Ben’s generosity.
“I’m worried about Morwenna,” he said.
“You mean having the baby … here?”
He nodded. “I don’t think she is very strong.”
“She’s stronger than she appears to be,” I soothed him. “And Mrs. Bowles who is supposed to know about these things says everything is all right.”
“Angelet, you will be with her.”
“Of course. It is good of Ben Lansdon to have offered us rooms in his house. It will be much more comfortable there.”
“Oh yes,” he said. “Oh, Angelet, I want it to be over … I long for our son to be born.”
“It may not be a son.”
“No, I hope it will but what I want is for Morwenna to be all right. If she comes through this I shall think very seriously about taking her and the child home.”
“I think it may be in Gervaise’s mind too,” I said.
“You are always hoping … Next day will come the big find … and if you went back for the rest of your life you’d be thinking, ‘What did I miss?’ ”
“I know. But you could go on through your life thinking of missed opportunities.”
“It’s true. But when the child is born … I shall seriously think of leaving. I feel this is not the place in which a child should be brought up. Do you agree, Angelet?”
“Yes,” I said. “I do.”
“And all that housework you and Morwenna do … It is not what you are accustomed to.”
“We are getting accustomed.”
He was thoughtful. Then he said: “If this works out, I’ll go and do something. I’ll change, Angelet, I will, I will.”
I looked at him questioningly. He saw my intentness and he laughed suddenly. “I’m a bit overwrought,” he said. “I’m worried about Morwenna. Angelet, promise me you will be with her.”
“All the time … if they’ll let me. Don’t worry, Justin. Babies have been born in places like this before.”
“I know.”
“The sooner we get her to Ben’s house, the better.”
“It is good of him.”
“We owe a great deal to him, Justin. It would have been even more primitive without him.”
“Yes … we owe a lot to him.”
“Don’t worry. Morwenna is so happy. You have made her happy, Justin. And this baby … well, it just means that with you both she will have everything she wants.”
He stood up abruptly.
“I’m afraid I’ve talked too much.”
“Of course not. I’m glad you came. She has good friends around her, Justin.”
He nodded agreement and gave me a rather uncertain smile as he went out.
I thought a good deal about how fervently he wanted a son. Most men did. He really cared for Morwenna. I felt my distrust of him slipping away and I realized that I had not before been aware how deep that distrust went.
Mrs. Bowles had predicted the time the baby was due to arrive. Ben suggested that a week before we should move into Golden Hall where rooms had been prepared for us.
I was very glad for Morwenna was experiencing the usual discomforts and a little luxury was what she needed.
Meg was delighted at the prospect of having a baby in the house even though it would be only a temporary arrangement. Gervaise and Justin would go back to the shacks after their day’s work, change there and come on to Golden Hall to dine.
This seemed to work well.
“This is the life,” said Gervaise. “What a good thing it is to have friends in high places.”
He was not envious. That was not in Gervaise’s nature. In fact he was a very good man. If only he had not had that one overwhelming weakness, how different our lives would have been!
The day which had been calculated for the baby’s arrival came and went. Morwenna seemed quite well but there was no indication that the baby was ready.
Two days passed and when the third came we began to get anxious.
Mrs. Bowles said: “Nothing to worry about … yet. Babies are funny things. No use telling them to hurry. They come in their own good time.”
Morwenna was very tired. She was longing for the ordeal to be over. She slept a good deal.
One afternoon when I was by her bed and she was dozing, there was a gentle knock on the door. I went out to find Ben standing outside. He drew me into the corridor.
“Angel, you ought to get out for a while. Come now.”
“Suppose it happens while I’m away?”
“There’s no sign. Meg’s here. She’ll send Jacob for Mrs. Bowles. I’ll warn her. Come on. You need a little change or you will be ill. Just for an hour or so.”
I looked at Morwenna. She was sleeping.
“All right,” I said. “But we must put Meg on the alert.”
“We’ll tell her.”
“Perhaps she could come up and sit here.”
“All right. She shall.”
Meg was only too delighted.
“I’ll see she’s all right … and at the first sign Jacob or Thomas will be off. You get out, Mrs. Mandeville. You’ll be the one who’s ill if you don’t. You look as if you need a bit of fresh air.”
So I rode out on Foxey, with Ben beside me.
We came to that spot where we had sat before. It was quite pleasant. One could see the flat land right to the horizon. We tied our horses to a bush and sat watching the dappled sunlight in the creek close by.
Ben said: “I worry about you, Angel.”
“About me? Whatever for?”
“This life out here. This township … Those little shacks. … You’re nothing but a housemaid.”
“It’s no different for me than for any of the others here.”
“You must long for home.”
I was silent. I couldn’t deny it.
“How long can you stand it, Angel?”
“I suppose for as long as it has to be.”
“You’re a stoic.”
“No. I am very impatient sometimes.”
“Morwenna ought not to be here either.”
“You don’t think anything will go wrong?”
“I wasn’t thinking of that. But this is no place for women.”
“Nor for men either.”
“Tell them that and they won’t believe you.”
“You live comfortably enough.”
“When I first came out here I lived the same as the rest of them.”
“But you found your way out of it.”
“I do find my way out of difficult situations. Some people are like that. I find it a little uncomfortable to live here as I do … so close to the others and yet different.”
“Well, your place is a refuge to those in need … like Morwenna at the moment.”
“And you, Angel?”
“I am sharing in the luxury.”
“I wish you would share it … always.”
I was startled yet not really surprised. I had tried to hide from myself my feelings which were becoming more and more difficult to suppress. I loved Gervaise, I kept telling myself; but something had happened on our honeymoon. I had thought so often of Madame Bougerie sitting at her reception desk … trusting us … liking us … and then he had been able to go off like that without a great deal of compunction. He had said he was going to pay later, but would he have done so? Yes, that was when my feelings for him had begun to change.
And then … seeing that feverish look in his eyes … that need always to gamble … irritated me and made me impatient. It was like a disease.
I tried to pass it off lightly. “I shall enjoy it while it lasts,” I said.
“I should never have come here in the first place,” he went on. “I should have gone back to Cornwall. Perhaps I should have stayed there … had an estate nearby. We should have seen each other … often.”
“Well, that would have been very pleasant, I am sure.”
He took my hand suddenly and gripped it hard. “It ought to have worked out that way. It might … but for …”
“The man in the pool?” I said.
“You were so ill. They said it was fever. I knew it was due to all that … They were afraid you were going to die. I came to see you lying there … flushed. You looked so vulnerable lying there with your cropped hair and eyes wild and you looked at me and you cried, ‘No … no.’ They thought my visits disturbed you and they sent me away. I knew that I should always remind you … and you couldn’t get better while you were reminded. So as soon as I convinced myself that you were beginning to recover I went away.”
“Everything would have been different if I hadn’t gone to the pool that day. That’s life, isn’t it? One little incident can spark off a train of events … changing people’s lives for generations. It’s an awesome thought.”
“I’d like to change the course of my life, Angel.”
“Most of us would.”
“What I mean is I don’t want events to push me this way and that, because I believe I am the master of my own life. I will push aside those things that threaten me … I will go where I want to. But if only I could live that particular time of my life again …”
“It’s an old complaint, Ben. But when something happens it is there indelibly … forever.”
“It is too late … all those wasted years too late, but I love you, Angel, and I shall never love anyone else as I love you.”
“Please don’t say that, Ben.”
“Why not? It’s the truth. Do you believe me?”
“I am not sure.”
“Do you want to believe me?”
I was silent. I was not sure, and I thought: Yes, I do. Because I love you, too.
Neither of us spoke after that for some little time. I listened to the murmur of the light breeze … ruffling the grass near the creek.
Then at length he said: “Tell me truthfully, Angel. Are you happy?”
“Well … I think I could be if I were at home. Everything seemed all right there.”
“With Gervaise, you mean?”
“Gervaise is one of the kindest people I have ever met.”
He nodded. “I know about the debts. He told me himself. He’s indebted to my grandfather. I understand that.”
“It doesn’t seem so bad as it is Uncle Peter. We know he won’t suddenly descend on us and demand payment or else face the consequences.”
“If he found gold …”
“We could go home.”
“He might want to stay for more.”
“As you did.”
“It would be different. I vowed I would not return until I had my fortune. I found some wealth and it gave me this … But it was not what I had set out for. I couldn’t settle for less. It would be weakness and to a certain extent failure.”
“And you could not be seen to be weak. You have found enough to come home and perhaps start some enterprise. But you vowed to come back immensely rich … because that was the task you set yourself.”
“I do not care to be beaten, Angel.”
“So you will stay here until your goal has been reached … and if you do not hit the target that will be forever.”
“There are two things I want, Angel. That fortune, you know of. I want to find it in my mine. I want to have one of those discoveries which men had in the beginning which brought them out here in the hundreds. That is one thing. But what I want more than that is you.”
“I wish you would not talk in that way.”
“I want to be absolutely frank with you.”
“It is impossible, Ben. I am married to Gervaise.”
“And you don’t love him.”
“I do.”
“Not entirely. He has disappointed you. I can see that.”
He had turned to me and I was in his arms. He kissed me wildly. I was so taken aback that I could not think clearly. All I knew was that I wanted to stay with him, close … like this. I was accepting that which I had refused to face for some time … ever since I had seen Ben again.
Gervaise had been good to me, a kind and tender husband. I had thought I was in love with him. I had been too young and inexperienced to know my true feelings. I had not really known Gervaise. I had only begun to on our honeymoon when I had first discovered his weakness—not only his obsession with gambling, but a certain amoral attitude to life which could allow him to go off without paying the money he owed to people who trusted him, and gambling with money which was not really his.
I was closely bound to Ben. I always should be because of what we had endured together. I began to think about what might have been but for that man in the pool. It all came back to that. I had thought of it ever since it happened as the most momentous event in my life; and I saw now that it had certainly been so. But for it everything would have been very different.
I withdrew myself.
“We must not meet like this, Ben,” I said.
“We must,” he replied, “often. I must have something of you, Angel.”
“No,” I said.
He looked at me intently and replied: “Yes.”
“What good can it do?”
“It can make me happy for a while. You too perhaps.”
I shook my head.
“You love me,” he said. It was a statement rather than a question.
“Ben, I have not seen you for years … and then I come out here …”
“And you knew at once. Don’t let’s waste time denying the truth, Angel. Let’s think what we can do.”
“There is nothing. We shall go away from here. You will stay in your comfortable house until you have made that vast fortune. It will probably take years and years and then we shall both be old enough and wise enough to laugh at this folly.”
“I don’t see it that way.”
“What else?”
“I never accept defeat.”
“I can’t imagine what you mean.”
“I am in love with you and you with me. You are married to a nice decent man. He’s a gambler. He’s a loser, Angel. I know one when I see one. Your life with him will be a continual running away from creditors. You feel you can live with that now. It has brought you to this primitive society because you had to run away. Leave him now. I shall be waiting for you.”
“You can’t really mean that.”
“What I mean is that we should not sit down meekly and accept what life deals out. You have married this man. I admit he has charm. He is gracious and courteous, the perfect English gentleman. But I will tell you what your life with him will be. I can see it clearly. I know men. He’s a loser, I tell you. He’s different from your friend Justin Cartwright.”
“What do you mean?”
“He is a man who knows how to win.”
“To win?”
“I’ve heard things. He has good luck at the table. Every time he plays he walks off with some winnings. He’s more likely to make his fortune at the tables than in the mines.”
“How do you know this?”
“They play at the saloon. Old Featherstone runs a profitable business with his saloon. He’s one of those who has a way of making money and isn’t winding up the windlasses either. There are all sorts of ways to fortune and your friend Justin is not too bad at one of them.”
“Perhaps he’ll want to go home. He is worried about Morwenna.”
“I think that’s likely. The London clubs would be more profitable than a township in the outback. Prospecting for gold by day and winning at the tables by night … well, it’s a pity for Gervaise’s sake that a little of Justin’s luck doesn’t rub off on him. Angel, you’ve got to leave him. Tell him. If we talked to him and told him how things were he would understand. He is that sort.”
“I think you are mad, Ben.”
“Yes … mad for you, Angel. I knew it would be like this between us as soon as you stepped off that ship. I thought of you often … but as a little girl. I was attracted then … I knew there was something between us … and when I saw you again I was sure of it.”
“We should not be talking like this.”
“My dear Angel, you are not in your parents’ drawing room now. Are you going to let life buffet you which way it wants to?”
“I am married to Gervaise. I love Gervaise. I will never leave him. He is a good man. He is kind and he has been good to me.”
“You will always be at the mercy of his obsession with gambling. Believe me, I know. I have seen this sort of situation before. It mustn’t happen to you, Angel.”
“And you? Are you not obsessed? You vowed to make a fortune and you say you will not leave here until you do. Isn’t that rather the same?”
“No. I am going to. … He never will.”
“How do you know? He might strike gold tomorrow.”
“Suppose he does? Suppose he goes home? I guarantee that he would lose the lot in a very short time. A couple of years … perhaps three. That’s the pattern of a gambler’s life.”
“I do not want to talk like this, Ben.”
“I never sit down and accept defeat,” he told me vehemently. “We were meant for each other. Never forget that.”
“It is foolish to talk in this way.”
“It is truthful. I love you. I want you. One day we shall be together.”
As he spoke he picked up a handful of earth and let it slip through his fingers. “I’ll find what I seek in this land,” he went on. “And one day you and I will be together.”
I said: “We must go back now. I don’t want to leave Morwenna too long. Look at your hands. What do you expect, playing with the soil like that?”
He looked towards the creek and said: “I’ll wash them in there.”
I watched him, as he knelt by the creek, and I tried hard to subdue the disturbance he had created in me.
He was right. I loved him. I knew that full well now. I doubted his faults were any less than those of Gervaise; but his would be the faults of strength; Gervaise’s those of weakness. Gervaise acted not because he wanted to but because the weakness in him made him submit to his obsession; Ben acted through strength and the certainty that the world was made for him. What was there to choose? From a point of morality … nothing. It was a matter of strength and weakness. But what sense was there in making comparisons? Love came without being bidden. One did not really love for that sort of reason.
He was a long time at the creek. I saw him dabbling his hands in the water. I rose and, going to my horse, untethered it and mounted. I must get back to Morwenna.
He seemed reluctant to leave the creek.
“I’m going now,” I called.
He rubbed his hands on his coat as he turned.
He was very quiet and seemed to be deep in thought as we rode back to the house.
He is regretting his outspokenness, I thought. He is realizing that he should never have said what he did.
I was glad he had, though. It was a warning to me. In view of those feelings he had expressed for me and mine for him, I should have to take care.
The next day there was excitement throughout the township.
One-Eye Thompson and Tom Cassidy had found gold—not just a speck or two but the real thing.
One-Eye—so called for obvious reasons, but no one seemed to know how he had lost his right eye—was a man who did not mingle very much with his fellows. He lived in a shack which he shared with his partner, Tom Cassidy; they were usually a taciturn pair, and they were rarely at the saloon unless it was to drink a mug of ale and then depart immediately afterwards.
They had worked steadily and, until this time, without success.
The news spread rapidly. If someone had found gold in any quantity it could mean that there were still rich alluvial deposits in the neighborhood. Hope ran like a fire through the settlement.
One-Eye had little to say but Cassidy could not contain his joy.
“It’s come at last,” he said. “We’re made. Soon it will be Home for us … millionaires.”
Feverishly they worked raising the wash-dirt from the bottom of their shaft, then taking it to the stream to be panned … that the dross might be separated from the precious gold.
Everyone was talking of One-Eye’s and Cassidy’s luck. There was no other topic of conversation.
For three days they worked furiously turning out the gold. But it did not last. It ceased as suddenly as it had begun.
“Never mind,” said Cassidy. “Our fortunes are made.”
It was going to be Home for them.
The gold was in bags ready to be taken to Melbourne. There it would be valued; and there was no doubt that they had become rich men overnight.
As was the custom when anyone, as they said, “struck it rich,” there was a celebration throughout the town.
The successful partners would be hosts to the entire community. There would be a roasted sheep; it would be out-of-doors. There would be dancing and singing for when one man experienced such luck it stressed the fact that this could happen to any of them. It was the whole meaning of the life; it brought fresh optimism to the site for everyone knew that if someone had found leads to a “jeweler’s shop” there must be others.
“Gold will be as plentiful as it had been in fifty-one,” they said. “It is just that it is farther down and more difficult to find.”
I remember that occasion well. The excitement was intense. It was impossible not to be part of it. Even One-Eye expressed his jubilation; Cassidy was obviously in a state of bliss.
Gervaise was delighted. “Theirs today and ours tomorrow,” he said. “Soon we’ll be out of this place. There’s gold there. You can smell it.”
“I have a feeling that we shall soon be lucky,” said Justin.
“Everyone has that feeling,” I told them. “I only hope it is true.”
The heat of the day was over; the night was pleasantly warm and the stars brilliant in the velvety sky … the Southern Cross to remind us that we were far from home. Fires were lighted for roasting the meat. Dampers were cooking in the ashes. It seemed that everyone in the town was assembled.
“You will see,” Ben told us, “how a really big find is celebrated here. After months of depression when people begin to feel that the good days have gone forever, someone has a find like this and hope springs up.”
I could see that there was a change in him. He too was deeply affected by this find. He had the gold fever as intensely as any of them.
Gervaise was in specially high spirits.
“Just think,” he said. “It could have been us.”
“If only it had,” I sighed.
“If only …” repeated Justin.
They were two words which seemed to be in my mind a great deal lately. Ben’s confession had had a profound effect on me. I told myself I ought to get away. I felt unsure of myself.
Some of the men and women had begun to dance. Two of the men had brought violins with them and they were always in great demand. One of them had a very good singing voice.
It was a strange night. The light from the fires set a glow over the shacks endowing them with a mysterious quality they lacked by daylight.
Morwenna was of course not with us. She was not well enough and hourly we were expecting—and hoping—for the child to be born. We never left her alone. Always one of us was within call, holding herself in readiness. Meg was on duty at this moment and her husband with her. He would fetch Mrs. Bowles immediately if there was any sign of the child.
I was seated on the grass, Justin and Gervaise with me.
Gervaise was talking enthusiastically of the find. I knew that his desire to go home and his need to find gold were grappling with each other. I do believe that had it not been for the debt he owed Uncle Peter he would have wanted to leave by now. As Ben had said, it was easier to make money at the card tables in London’s Clubland than in the goldfields of Australia.
This find had probably made him change his view. “There must be more,” he kept saying. “It is like that. If you find traces it must mean that there is more not far off. It could be anywhere under this ground. We are going to find it. I know we are.”
“Soon, I hope,” I said.
“I heard a rumor,” said Justin, “that Ben Lansdon wants to buy land from James Morley. What do you think he plans to do? To graze sheep?”
Gervaise said: “He doesn’t seem like a grazier to me.”
“To open up another mine?”
“Why on Morley’s land?”
“Who knows? Do you think he has come to the conclusion that the present one is worked out?”
“There have been poor yields for some time.”
I thought: Yes, he has the gold fever as much as any of them. He will never give up any more than the others will.
I saw Ben among the crowd. With him were James Morley and Lizzie. Ben was talking animatedly to them. James was laughing and Lizzie smiling happily. She looked quite beautiful in the firelight with that lovely serene expression which seemed to indicate complete contentment.
They came over to us.
Ben took my hand and pressed it firmly.
“Well, what do you think of our jamboree?” he asked.
“Exciting,” I said. “The township looks different in the fire-and starlight.”
“It casts a rosy glow. I think One-Eye and Cassidy are very happy men tonight.”
“We shall miss them,” said Gervaise.
“Others will take their places, never fear.”
“And there will be more disappointments,” said James Morley. “I reckon it would do most of them more good to get hold of a piece of land and raise sheep and cattle.”
“They might not all have your success, James,” said Ben.
“They would if they worked. All this dig … dig … dig and perhaps there is just nothing at the end of it. It’s making a mess of good grazing land.”
“You have one aim in mind, James,” said Ben with a laugh. “Return to the land.”
“Yes, and give up this gimcrack notion. Gold there might be … but there is not enough to go round … and I say leave it be.”
“Yours certainly seems to be a happier way of life,” I said.
“You see before you one of the most successful graziers in Victoria,” said Ben. “Not all are so successful. And show me two happier men tonight than One-Eye and Cassidy.”
“They are happy,” I said, “because they are getting away from it.”
“But, darling,” put in Gervaise, “think of the joy of tilting your pan and seeing it there … and realizing that you have stumbled on it at last.”
“Yes,” I told him, “I can imagine how they feel. But how often does it happen?”
“Angelet is homesick,” said Gervaise.
“Aren’t we all?” asked Ben.
James Morley said, “Well, I’m not. I like to see my grassland. I like to see my sheep and my cattle. I wouldn’t want any of my land disturbed … and that’s a plain fact.”
“Not even if there were nuggets the size of your fists underneath it?” asked Gervaise.
“You’d have to show ’em to me first before I’d have one square foot of my land disturbed.”
“How would you know unless you looked?” I asked.
“That’s good reasoning. You wouldn’t, would you? Well, as far as I’m concerned it could stay there. I’m happy as I am. I don’t want anything to do with this Gold Rush. Look at all those people … dancing … singing. It’s like a scene from the Bible. Remember when they were all worshiping the golden calf.”
I went over to stand beside Lizzie.
She said: “Isn’t it pretty in this light? You can’t see how ugly it is in daylight.”
I agreed.
Someone started to sing. They were the old songs from Home which we knew so well: “Come, Lasses and Lads,” “On a Friday Morn When We Set Sail” and “Rule, Britannia.”
I saw many of them wipe a surreptitious tear from their eyes. They were songs which reminded them of Home.
Then Cassidy sang a song which I had never heard before. It was the song of the goldfield:
Gold, Gold, Gold
Bright and yellow, hard and cold,
Molten, graven, hammered and rolled,
Heavy to get and light to hold,
Price of many a crime untold …
There was silence among the crowd as his voice rang out clear on the night air. It had a sobering effect, coming after the songs which most of them had sung in their childhood. “Heavy to get and light to hold, Price of many a crime untold …”
Those words kept ringing in my ears.
I said to Gervaise: “I think I will go now. I don’t like leaving Morwenna.”
“There are people there to look after her.”
“Yes, but I am thinking of her all the time. I wish this baby would come.”
“I believe there are often delays like this.”
“Perhaps. We ought to have taken her to Melbourne. There is a hospital there.”
Gervaise said soothingly: “It will be all right. Don’t fret.”
“I’ll try not to, but I do want to see her.”
“I’ll take you back to the house.”
Ben had come up. “Are you going?” he asked.
“I keep thinking of Morwenna. I’m going to see her.”
“Can’t you trust Meg?”
“Yes, of course, but I’d like to be there.”
“I’ll walk you back. I was going anyway. Come on.”
“Good night, Gervaise,” I said.
He put his arms round me and kissed me.
“It will be nice when you are back,” he said.
“It will be soon, I hope. This can’t go on.”
The walk to Golden Hall was not very long. Ben said: “I wanted to talk to you.”
I waited.
“Something has to happen,” he went on. “Soon.”
“Such as what?”
“About everything. The way we are going. I want you to leave Gervaise and come to me.”
“What are you suggesting?”
“Just that. You love me. You were never really in love with Gervaise.”
“You are talking nonsense, Ben. We met long ago and now we have met again briefly. How much do we know of each other?”
“A great deal. We shared an experience … once. I have thought of you ever since. Have you thought of me?”
“After that experience you went away. You left me.”
“If I had thought you needed me I should never have gone.”
“After that terrible thing … I was a child. I needed help.”
“I thought you were too young for it to have a great impact.”
“You must have thought I could take it as easily as you did.”
“I believe you understood that it was not our fault. We harmed nobody. But it is in the past. It’s the future I’m thinking of. I love you, Angel. It is important for me to know now that you love me … that you will come back to England with me.”
“This has all happened too quickly.”
“It has been happening over the years.”
“Well then, why did you stay in Australia? Why didn’t you come and find me before … I married Gervaise?”
“Because I did not know until I saw you again. It all fell into place then. I knew you were the only one.”
“And what of Gervaise?”
“What of him?”
“He is my husband. We are happy together. Do you think I can just say to him, ‘It was nice knowing you but I have finished with you now’?”
“Gervaise will recover from the loss in time.”
“How do you know?”
“Because I have met many like him. He is kind, gentle, loving and weak. He would be the same with any woman as he is with you. You are not first in his life. What is most important to him is gambling. That is what he really cares about. If he lost you and won at roulette or found gold … he would recover. If I lose you I never shall. Nor will you. We are different. Our feelings go deep. We were meant for each other from the day we met. Angel, I must know …”
“What must you know?”
“That you will come to me. We will explain to Gervaise together. He would not stand in our way.”
“Do you mean he would simply pass me on to you?”
“He would want you to be happy. I would compensate him. I would make over my gold mine to him, and you and I could return to England.”
“What a preposterous suggestion.”
“I suppose I am rather preposterous.”
“I can’t think you are serious.”
“I am deadly serious. He would agree to a divorce. We could marry and settle in England.”
“How do you think we should be received at home? Your grandfather …”
“My grandfather is a man of the world. I am very like him in many respects. He would understand. I do not anticipate any trouble there … and if there was I should overcome it. I am not dependent on him or anyone.”
“Oh, Ben,” I said, “you make everything sound so easy.”
“Be honest with me. Do you enjoy being with me?”
“Of course I do.”
“More than with anyone else?”
I did not answer.
“Silence is construed as yes,” he said.
I was thinking of it … being with Ben all the time … and going home. It seemed like paradise to me. It was the first time that I had admitted to myself that I had been so uneasy and apprehensive ever since I had met him again. I had tried to convince myself that it was due to the adventure we had shared—but it was not that. I wanted to be with Ben. If I were free … if only I were free!
But I did love Gervaise. Who could help loving Gervaise? He had always been to good to me, and because of the weakness I saw in him, I wanted to protect him. Surely that was love. Perhaps it was possible to love two men at the same time.
Gervaise’s love for me was tender and patient. That of Ben fiercely possessive and passionate. I knew in my heart that it was Ben I wanted. I also knew that I would never leave Gervaise.
Yet I allowed myself to indulge in fantasies. Going home with Ben … I could imagine his facing them all … making them see it his way. Ben would always win.
As we approached the house, he gripped my arm. “Please, Angel, you must realize this. If you don’t you will spend all your life regretting.”
“I am sure that if I did what you suggest I should do the same. No, Ben, I could not. I think you have not given this enough thought.”
“I have thought of little else since you came here. I can’t be happy without you, Angel. Can you … without me?”
“I am going to try, Ben. I was happy enough before …”
“Before you realized you had made a mistake?”
“I did not think of it as a mistake.”
“When you knew that there would be no serenity in your life? There never will be, you know. This will always be there … like a shadow over everything. There will be debts … always debts. There is no other way.”
“I am going to try to change it.”
“You can’t change people, Angel. They are as they are.”
“I think one can overcome disabilities.”
“Some perhaps. But not this one … not when it has such a firm hold, when it is part of that person. I have seen it often.”
“I daresay we all have our faults.”
“I more than any.”
“Well then …”
We went into the house. It was silent. Jacob and Minnie would be with the revelers. Thomas was probably in bed and Meg would be dozing at Morwenna’s bedside.
We stood in the hall and he put his arms around me.
“I want you here with me,” he said, “now. I want reassurance. Angel, I will give up everything … everything here … I swear … if you will be with me tonight.”
“Oh … no, I couldn’t do that, Ben.”
He held me tightly.
“It’s important. Dearest Angel. I want to be sure. I must be sure … tonight. I will give up everything if you will say yes. We will go home … we will be together always.”
He was kissing me and a terrible longing possessed me—not only for home but for him. I had made a mistake. I had taken good looks, courtly manners, kindliness, tenderness for love. It was not like that. Love was a wild thing that came to you when you least expected it … suddenly; and then once it had taken hold of you, you were captured.
Life is strange. One must be in the right place at the right moment. And that was where it had failed me. Gervaise had been there when it should have been Ben; and I had mistaken the shadow for the substance, the dross for the gold.
It was too late. Too late. Those words kept echoing in my ears.
But was it too late? Living life to the full was taking opportunities. Nobody knew that better than Ben.
He was now saying: It is not too late. We do not have to accept this. We can change it all.
I was afraid. I felt my resistance weakening. I loved Ben. I wanted Ben. My reasoning told me that this was impossible and what he was suggesting was wrong, very wrong. One could not throw aside morality just because one had made a mistake and realized it.
I was calling on all my powers of resistance; but with Ben’s arms about me and his face close to mine, I was afraid … desperately afraid that my passionate need of him would rise above my scruples.
Perhaps it might have done. We were in this house … all but alone … together.
There was a sound above us. I heard a call. The spell was broken.
Thomas stood at the top of the stairs.
“It’s Mrs. Cartwright,” he said. “Meg thinks it’s the baby at last.”
The ordeal had begun. I hastened to Morwenna’s room. Meg was very anxious and Morwenna was in great pain.
“I hope Mrs. Bowles won’t be long,” she said. “Thomas has gone for her. She is all ready and waiting so she must be here soon. Everything’s ready. I’ll go and get the water hot. They always seem to need that. If you’ll sit with her …”
Morwenna looked very pale and every now and then she writhed in pain. She was trying not to cry out. I did not know what to do. I prayed that Mrs. Bowles would arrive soon.
It seemed a long time before she came but it was, of course, not really so. She was prepared for this. Had we not been waiting more than two weeks for the arrival of the baby?
Mrs. Bowles turned us out of the room, keeping only Meg with her. Meg had helped bring another baby into the world very recently and Mrs. Bowles had found her useful.
Justin and Gervaise had arrived at the house. Minnie and Jacob had come too, to see if there was anything they could do.
And the vigil began.
We sat silently, waiting … fearfully.
The time dragged on and it must have been just after midnight when Mrs. Bowles came down to us.
She said: “There’s something not quite right. I want a doctor. You’ll have to get Dr. Field.”
“Dr. Field!” cried Ben. “He’s ten miles from here.”
Mrs. Bowles replied tersely: “It’s necessary.”
“I’ll go at once,” replied Ben.
He left immediately.
After he had gone we sat on in fear. I was sorry for Justin. He looked quite unlike the man I had known. He just sat staring ahead of him.
“It’ll be all right,” said Gervaise. “There are often these little complications.”
I wanted to shout at him: What do you know of these things? Why do you always say everything will be all right? I felt irritated with him. I think it was because I had, in my thoughts, been unfaithful to him. I despised myself for this and when one does that, one likes to blame the person one has wronged. Then I was desperately worried … and there was no room for any feeling but concern about Morwenna.
That was the most wretched period I had ever lived through. We sat waiting fearfully, wondering what was happening in the room above, starting at every sound, waiting for Mrs. Bowles to come and tell us what was happening, longing for a sight of her and fearing what news she would bring.
Meg was with Mrs. Bowles. I wanted to help but they thought that there would be too many people in the room. There was little I could do in any case, said Mrs. Bowles. If she needed me she would call. But we must wait for the doctor and pray that he would come soon.
I shall never forget poor Justin. I had not really thought he cared so much. Secretly I had wondered a great deal about his motive in marrying Morwenna and I had sometimes felt it was due to her expectations for it seemed certain that Morwenna would one day be a considerable heiress. The Pencarrons were very wealthy apart from their mine which was a most profitable concern. And everything would be for her. But it seemed now that he was genuinely distressed.
He had so longed for a son.
The hours were slipping by. It was not until dawn that Ben arrived with Dr. Field. The doctor had made himself available and they had ridden hard through the night.
He went to Morwenna at once and the waiting began again. We sat there tense and expectant.
Then Meg came down. “The doctor wants a word with Mr. Cartwright,” she said.
Justin rose at once and followed her out of the room.
And we sat on … waiting.
Gervaise said: “What’s happening, do you think?”
“I’m frightened,” I told him.
“It’ll be all right,” he replied. “It’s bound to be all right.”
There was silence and the waiting went on. The tension was unendurable.
I said: “I am going to see what is happening.”
Gervaise laid a hand on my arm. “You mustn’t distress yourself, Angelet.”
I turned away and ran out of the room.
I found Justin. He was sitting on the stairs outside the room in which Morwenna lay. His head was in his hands. I went and sat beside him.
“Justin,” I said, “what is it?”
“The doctor asked me. It’s all going wrong, Angelet. He said he can save the child but it could cost Morwenna her life …”
“Oh no,” I said.
He nodded. “It could be a matter of the mother or the child … and he said that we could never have another child.”
“Oh, Justin … how terrible.”
“I said he must save Morwenna …”
“I know how much you wanted this child, Justin.”
“The doctor said … they were both in danger … but he thought he might be able to save one.”
We were silent. I thought of how Morwenna had longed for this child. She was going to be very unhappy.
I felt a great tenderness towards Justin. I was almost on the point of asking him to forgive me for mistrusting him.
And as we sat there we heard the sudden cry of a child.
Justin started up and we looked at each other.
Justin’s lips formed the word: “Morwenna.”
Oh no … no … I thought. It could not be. Justin had said save the mother.
I had heard of such choices before. Why had we come to this benighted spot! If Morwenna had been in London all the care possible would have been hers; she would have had the most practiced doctors, and the best nurses would have been attending her.
We sat on … I could think of nothing to say to him, but my silent sympathy must have been as clear to him as words would have been.
I don’t know how long we sat there. We heard the child cry again. Justin put his hand over his ears. He just sat there … in silence.
Then the door opened and the doctor came out.
“Mr. Cartwright,” he said.
Justin sprang to his feet.
“Your wife is sleeping. She will sleep for several hours. She will need nursing for a while. Mrs. Bowles is quite experienced. She will know what to do. You have a son.”
“But I thought …”
“I admit to my surprise. I did not think it would be possible to save them both. I believe your son is going to be a tenacious young fellow.”
Justin and I just stared at each other; then he put his arms round me and hugged me.
That day stands out in my memory as one of perfect happiness.
There was no place for anything but rejoicing. That which we had thought lost was restored to us. Morwenna was weak but all she needed was careful nursing. As for her son, he was a lusty young baby. The little difficulty in arriving was not going to upset him.
Mrs. Bowles preened herself; she was the heroine of the hour in her own opinion; she it was who had presided; she had known when to send for the doctor; she had known all along that everything was going to be all right.
I saw Morwenna later that day. She lay there, her eyes shining: she was beautiful in her complete contentment; and when Mrs. Bowles laid the baby in her arms she looked like the Madonna.
“I have never thought to be so happy,” she said. “Angelet, you must write at once to Mother and Pa and tell them they have a grandson.”
I was too emotional to speak; as I had sat on the stairs I had said to myself over and over again: How am I going to tell the Pencarrons? And now there was only joyful news to impart.
Justin was there, smiling at Morwenna, marveling at the perfection of his new son. Everyone wanted to see and touch the baby, but Mrs. Bowles stood over him like a stern sentinel protecting him from invaders.
There was great rejoicing everywhere.
That was a perfect day.
The first thing I did next morning was to go to Morwenna’s room. Mrs. Bowles was sleeping at the house; she was going to look after Morwenna for as long as she considered it necessary. She was sleeping in a room next to what was now called the nursery.
I said that when Morwenna was well enough we would go to Melbourne and buy a cot and perambulator for the baby. I wanted to buy some toys.
Morwenna laughed at me. “He won’t be playing with many toys yet. He would like a nice furry thing to cuddle perhaps.”
I sat by her bed for most of that morning telling her how frightened we had been … how we had waited all through the night.
“You are all so wonderful to me,” she said.
“Ben Lansdon rode ten miles through the night … and ten more bringing back Dr. Field.”
“I shall never forget what he did.”
“Heaven knows what would have happened without the doctor, Morwenna. You would have all those complications.”
She laughed. “Justin is delighted with the baby,” she said softly.
“He is even more delighted with you,” I told her. “There was a choice, you know … at one stage the doctor said he could save your life or the child’s …”
“I didn’t know that.”
“Justin said, save you. You see, you are loved, Morwenna.”
There were tears in her eyes. “Did he really say that, Angelet?”
“Yes, he did.”
“I … sometimes wondered …”
“What?”
“Whether he truly loved me.”
“Why? Did he ever seem not to?”
“Oh no. He always said he did. But I couldn’t really believe that anyone could care like that for me.”
“You are a silly creature, Morwenna. Well, now you know.”
“I am so happy. Fancy! Here, in this place, I am happier than I have ever been in my life. Isn’t it odd? And isn’t it wonderful?”
I agreed that it was.
The news spread through the town. One-Eye’s and Cassidy’s gold had disappeared, and David Skelling with it. He must have stolen it and gone off during the revelries. No one had noticed him go and neither One-Eye nor Cassidy had missed the gold for twenty-four hours. It had taken them all day to sleep off the effects of the celebrations.
For the next day there was no talk of anything but the robbery; and then when it seemed that One-Eye and Cassidy had lost their fortunes and that David Skelling was obviously the thief, the arrival of the new baby and the difficult birth with its final happy conclusion didn’t turn their minds from the terrible fate of the two miners.
There was a great deal of marveling at the skill of the doctor and Mrs. Bowles. It was the latter’s finest hour. She was staying at Golden Hall where Morwenna was with the baby; and when she came into the town people would gather round her to hear the tale.
“It was touch and go,” she told them. “Dr. Field, he said to me, ‘Mrs. Bowles, what do you think of this?’ And I told him straight. I said, ‘It’s either her or the baby.’ And he said, ‘That’s what I’m afraid, Mrs. Bowles. But we’ll do our best.’ And we did. The Lord alone knows how we did it. We pulled them both through. I never thought we could but we did.”
I guessed the tale would be told for years to come as she weighed out the sugar and sliced the bacon.
We were all in a state of euphoria that week. Morwenna was getting better every day. Happiness was a great restorer. Mrs. Bowles was growing prouder and the baby stronger.
Morwenna had discussed the baby’s name and she decided on Pedrek. It was a good old Cornish name and it had belonged to her great-grandfather. She remembered that when she was a child she had seen it on a tombstone. She had always liked it.
There would be a christening at Walloo, where Dr. Field had his practice. There was a church there and a parson. He had come over once or twice, Mrs. Bowles told us, for funerals.
“We’ll have a christening then when he is a little older,” said Morwenna.
It had been arranged that she should stay at Ben’s house until she was stronger. Mrs. Bowles was to remain for a week or so to look after her and the baby. She darkly hinted to me that although she and the doctor had performed their miracle, there must be no going back.
I thought this wise. As for Mrs. Bowles she was delighted for while still living in a haze of glory—and she knew how quickly that could fade in spite of her efforts to keep it going—she also enjoyed living in what she called the lap of luxury.
Much to Ben’s chagrin I returned to the shack. I said there was no excuse for me to remain longer, in fact I was desperately afraid of the emotion which Ben aroused in me.
This was a time of discovery. I was learning to know people. One received an impression and judged them on that, and later was proved wrong. The fact was that people were complex beings; one could not divide them into categories—the bad and the righteous. One should never make hasty judgments or assess people on what one saw superficially.
In my innocence I had endowed Gervaise with all the knightly qualities and then I had found the feet of clay—that obsession which had changed our lives and would one day, I felt sure, ruin us.
Each day I fell more and more out of love with Gervaise and this was largely because I was falling more and more in love with Ben.
At the moment I was happy because during those moments on the stairs with Justin, I had vowed that I would give everything I had or had hoped for, if Morwenna could live and have her baby. She had her baby and she was getting stronger every day; and I was already forgetting my vow. Not only did I want happiness for her but for myself too.
I was tired of this place, of the perpetual grime, the rough living, the four walls of my dismal shed … trying to clean the place, building the fire which had to be kept going in the excessive heat because we must cook, the ration of water, insects which I had never before known existed, the ubiquitous flies. I wanted to go home … for many reasons. I wanted to see my family; I wanted to live in comfort; and I was afraid of what would happen between Ben and me if I stayed here.
He was always there. He made a point of being where I was. He was always urging me … if not with words with looks. I think he, too, wanted to go home. He seemed to be grappling with himself.
I said to him one day: “You could go home. Why do you not just leave?”
He said he had vowed not to return until he had found gold in such quantities as he knew existed somewhere under this soil.
I replied that it was folly to make such vows. He could return now. He had enough money to go back and engage in some profitable enterprise.
“If you will come with me, I will go,” he said. “Otherwise I stay. Everything is tied up here. What would my grandfather think of me if I went back without what I came for?”
“He would understand.”
“If you came back with me … yes. He would understand then.”
“Ben, I cannot go back with you. I shall always be faithful to Gervaise. I married him. I took my vows.”
“Tell me,” he said, “do you mean it?”
“I mean it absolutely.”
“Will you change your mind?”
“Never, never …”
He looked at me sadly.
“Then,” he said, “it looks as though I shall have to go ahead … here.”
“You are important here, A sort of head man.”
He laughed at that, but his laughter was hollow.
“You actually employ these people in the mine. You have your house with servants. Your life is different from all the others. Only the Motleys can compare with you.”
“I know what I want. It is to go home … to go home with you. … If I cannot have that …”
“You can’t, Ben.”
“Never?”
“I have vowed to be true to Gervaise. I shall never break that vow.”
“Then,” he said, “I must make the best of what I have. Is that what you are telling me?”
“Yes, Ben, it is. You are a very ambitious man, Ben. You can be content with what you have and what you might find here … That would console you … for us.”
“Nothing would console me,” he said. “But you are right … I must take what I can get. I will be lucky in everything … but love.”
“You will have to consider yourself fortunate to be lucky in something.”
“It is not what I want. Always remember this, Angel. It was not what I wanted.”
I felt my resistance weakening and I fought it with all my strength.
It was true that I was falling deeper and deeper in love with him. Not as I had with Gervaise which was a matter of a young girl eager to experience love and imagining it would come from the first charming man she met.
This was different. I had been drawn to Ben from the first. I had a feeling that we belonged together. I had loved Gervaise until I had discovered his weakness and I believed that whatever fresh weakness I discovered in Ben I should continue to love him. Perhaps that was the difference.
I had a suspicion that I might be going to have a baby. I thought at first that this might be because I had become so obsessed with young Pedrek.
It would surely not be surprising. I was young and healthy; so was Gervaise. Why should we not produce a child?
If we had been at home and I was still in love with Gervaise, I should have been delighted at the prospect. I could imagine the fuss there would have been. My mother … Amaryllis … taking care of me … and my child born into comfortable surroundings.
But here! This was no place to bring a child to. I had been wondering how we were going to manage when Morwenna left Golden Hall, which she would have to do soon. She would not want to be Ben’s guest forever, although he would raise no objections. How could we manage in the little shack with the baby in his cradle and the difficulty of getting fresh milk and all that was needed? I thought of all the work which would have to be done.
Women had done it before but Morwenna had to rest and I was not used to hard labor.
So … the prospect of having a child here was very different from what it would have been at home.
Ben said it was impossible for Morwenna to take the child back to the shack. She must stay where she was. Meg and Minnie were all for it. They loved having a baby in the house.
“It is only reasonable,” said Ben. “Besides, you will have to come here every day to visit her. I insist that she stay if only a little longer.”
I talked it over with Justin and Gervaise.
“It’s an excellent idea,” said Gervaise. “And why not? There are all those rooms at Golden Hall. What a lucky fellow Ben is to have got himself into such a comfortable spot!”
“He worked for it,” I said a little tartly. “He did not gamble everything away as soon as he got it.”
Justin was disappointed that Morwenna was staying on, but he knew it was best for her.
So she stayed and the baby flourished.
I was now certain that I was pregnant.
When I told Gervaise he expressed great pleasure.
“Gervaise,” I said. “I think we ought to make plans for going home.”
“Now?” he said. “After One-Eye’s and Cassidy’s find?”
“I can’t bring up a child here.”
“That’s months away. We’ll have found gold and left by the time the child comes.”
“It’s seven months, Gervaise.”
“Loads of time.”
“I don’t think so.”
He ruffled my hair and gave me his charming smile. “I promise you. We’ll go in good time.”
I sighed. As Mrs. Penlock used to say, “Some people’s promises are like pie crust. Made to be broken.” Gervaise’s promises were like that.
Beneath the charm there was selfishness. He would do what he wanted and smile affably while he did so, murmuring words of tenderness. I think I completely fell out of love with Gervaise then.
I did not tell Morwenna that I was going to have a child. I thought it would upset her. She would remember her ordeal and how she had come through it by a miracle. She would be fearful for me and I did not want any difficulties to impinge on this bout of perfect happiness she was enjoying now.
One-Eye and Cassidy had gone, on the day after the celebrations, in search of David Skelling, vowing revenge on him when they found him. They had been explicit about what they would do to him.
I talked about it with Gervaise. I said: “You see how this lust for gold arouses the evil in people. It has made a thief of David Skelling.”
“He was a thief before that … and an ex-convict, you know.”
“And if they find him, they will kill him. It will make murderers of them. Don’t you see, Gervaise? It is wrong. I feel it in this place. When I see the look in those men’s eyes. … I can’t bear it. They are all looking for gold which will make them rich overnight.”
“Overnight!” he cried. “Think of the months of hard work!”
“It’s wrong, Gervaise. I just know it. It’s worshiping the golden calf.”
“Ha!” he said, taking my chin in his hands and kissing me—a gesture which used to charm me and did so no longer.
“Yes, it is like worshiping a goddess … a golden goddess, which is fundamentally evil because the obsession makes men do evil things to earn her favors.”
“You were always fanciful, darling.”
“Gervaise,” I pleaded, “let’s go home. Let’s leave all this. Let us face what we left behind. Let us try to live within our income. I am sure Uncle Peter will not be hard on us. He will give us time to pay back what we owe him. I might ask my father to help us. I could explain the situation to him … if only I could be sure that you were not going to squander everything in this perpetual gambling.”
“Everything is going to be all right,” he said soothingly. “We are going to find gold. I’m convinced of it. It might even be tomorrow … Then we’ll go home. Our little one will be born into riches. We are going to live happily ever after.”
“Let’s not wait for the gold, Gervaise.”
“Just think what we should feel if we packed up and went and as soon as we left they came up with the richest find ever known. We’d never forgive ourselves.”
“I feel in my bones that we must go … before it is too late.”
“I know what’s wrong. It’s the baby. Women get fancies when they are going to have babies.”
“I have had this feeling for a long time.”
He kissed me lightly: and I knew that I could never make him understand.
I went to see Morwenna. She was able to take the baby into the garden now. She was still weak, however, and in no condition to return to the shack.
She said: “I shall always be grateful to Ben for allowing me to stay here. I don’t know how I could have coped with living in that little place.”
“Yes,” I said. “Ben has been very helpful.”
“Meg and Minnie are wonderful and even Thomas and Jacob come out and look at him. It is rather funny to see them. They are just a bit awkward and feel it is not manly to be interested in babies. I have written to Mother and Pa and told them all about him … how bright he is. He already knows me.”
“Does he?”
“Well, he stops crying when I pick him up.”
“That means he is going to be a genius.”
It was wonderful to see her so happy. I thought: Happiness is transient … a moment here and another there … and then it is gone. One should savor it when it comes and never miss an opportunity of seizing it when it is offered.
“Yes,” said Morwenna. “I owe a lot to Ben. The way he rode through the night to Dr. Field. I should have lost my baby but for that.” Her eyes closed with horror at the thought. “But he went … that way … through the night … And then letting me stay here. When I try to thank him he won’t listen. He says it was nothing. Anyone would have done it. I wish I could repay him.”
“His repayment is to see you and the baby well and happy here.”
“I wish he could get that land he is trying to buy.”
“You mean Morley’s land?”
“Morley is obstinate. He’s afraid Ben would start mining there and he just wants it for cattle. Justin told me about it. Morley is a stubborn man.”
“Yes,” I agreed. “I wonder if Ben will get it in the end.”
“Ben is determined and so is Morley. When you get two men like that you never know what will happen … except that it is Mr. Morley who owns the land, and if he won’t give it up then Ben can’t succeed in getting it. Mr. Morley thinks that everyone ought to go back to the towns and earn what he calls a decent living and stop scrabbling in the dust for what isn’t there.”
“But you see, once it was and some found it. Think of all those lovely houses in Melbourne.”
“Yes,” said Morwenna. “Wouldn’t it be lovely to go home?”
“Yes,” I said fervently, “it would.”
After leaving Morwenna in her comfortable surroundings, the shack seemed particularly uninviting. No matter how one tried it was impossible to keep the place clean. The dust blew in and covered everything.
I thought that the men at least had the excitement of hope with every shovelful that was brought up and washed in the stream because it might contain what they sought. That would keep them going. For the women there was nothing but the daily chores—the unpalatable food to prepare, the preservation of the precious water.
I said to myself: I will not endure this any longer. There were times when I felt like going to Ben and saying: You promised to take me away from this. Take me home and I will come with you.
No. That would make it seem like a bargain. But it was not only the prospect of going home; I wanted to be with Ben. I knew he had this ambition, this lust for gold which I deplored; and yet it made no difference to my feelings for him.
Then One-Eye and Cassidy came back to the township.
They rode in at midday; the men were all working on their patches; the women were in the shacks. There was a certain midday peace over the town.
And then they came. A shout went up. The men left their work; the women came out of the shacks. They crowded round to hear the news.
One-Eye and Cassidy were triumphant. They had found their gold. They had it with them. And they had found David Skelling, too. With him was his horse—a skeleton of a horse.
“He was lying out there where we found him,” said Cassidy. “Not more than fifty miles from here. His horse was still alive … wouldn’t leave him.”
One-Eye patted the animal. “We’ll feed him. We’ll put him to rights,” he said. “It was through him we found Skelling.”
Everyone was firing questions at them and they were only too ready to tell their story. But the horse had to be fed. One-Eye and Cassidy wanted him looked after before they would sit down. They owed their find to him and they were men who paid their debts. The horse was going to be given royal treatment. He was theirs from now on.
We crowded into the saloon. One-Eye and Cassidy sat down and ate meat pies and drank ale with relish.
And then they told their story.
They had gone off in search of Skelling. “Like looking for a needle in a haystack,” said Cassidy. “We was hopping mad, wasn’t we, One-Eye? There was one thing we had in mind … what we was going to do to that cheating little thief. There wasn’t nothing too bad for him. We was going to string him up. We was going to let him die by inches. All this time it took … and him not more than fifty miles away. He was always a fool, Skelling was. I don’t know where he was trying to make for … Walloo perhaps … and get on from there. He thought the first place we’d look was Melbourne. He was right there. We did. Made inquiries. No one had seen him. So we knew he hadn’t gone there to try to place the nuggets. So we came back. We’d almost given up hope, hadn’t we, One-Eye?”
One-Eye said they had.
“Then,” went on Cassidy, “when we was almost back and reckoned we’d have to start digging again, we saw the horse. There he was standing by the body of Skelling. Know what had happened? He was just starved to death. He’d tried eating grass. There was stains on his face. The buzzards would soon have made short work of him, I reckon … when they got wind of him. But there he was. Must have been dead a few days. So we didn’t get him alive.”
One-Eye nodded.
Arthur Bowles said: “And he’s still lying there?”
“Yes,” said One-Eye.
Cassidy added: “Seeing him like that … made us sort of glad that we wasn’t the ones to have to take revenge. We was glad it had been done for us. I don’t know … funny how you change. We found our gold on him … some on his belt … some in his pockets … We’ve found every single bit … haven’t we, One-Eye?”
“Yes,” affirmed One-Eye, “every single bit.”
“It makes you think,” went on Cassidy. “A man’s dead and gone for good, ain’t he? And once he’s gone you feel different about what you’re going to do. Me and One-Eye wants to get a coffin made for him and we’re going out to get him and bring him back. We’re going to give him a burial here … and then we’re going home. And we’re never going to let that gold leave our sight again, are we, One-Eye? Not till we get to Melbourne, get it weighed up and all that has to be done.”
There was little work done that day. Everyone was talking about the way they had found poor old Skelling who was now dead.
Poor old Skelling, they said. He had never had a chance. They sent him out for seven years when he was little more than a boy and he had lived hard ever since. He hadn’t even had that little bit of luck which had come to most people at some time. Poor old Skelling.
True to their word, One-Eye and Cassidy made their coffin. They took the buggy with them and went out and brought Skelling home.
The parson was summoned from Walloo and there was a burial service; and outside the town where a few graves already existed, old Skelling was laid to rest.
The entire incident made me feel more eager than ever to go home.
It was just after the funeral when Ben asked me to ride with him because he must talk to me.
We went out to that spot near the creek, and we tethered our horses and sat down.
He said: “How long are we going on like this?”
I replied: “I suppose something will happen. It usually does.”
“It won’t unless we make it. Listen to me, Angel. Are you going to spend your life in this place?”
“God forbid.”
“Do you think Gervaise is ever going to find gold? Enough to make him give up?”
“No … not really. I don’t think anyone will. I know somebody did and started all this. It was a pity. I wish the gold had stayed where it was and nobody knew about it.”
“You can’t go on living like this, Angel.”
“I have felt that.”
“Have you told Gervaise how you feel about it?”
I nodded.
“And he said, ‘We’ll strike gold soon and then we’ll go home,’ eh? Is that what he said?”
“Yes.”
“He won’t find it.”
“Why not? One-Eye and Cassidy did.”
“And suppose he did? What would he do? Go home? It would be gone in a few weeks. Then would you be persuaded to come out and start all over again?”
“Once I was home, I would never come back.”
“I’ll take you home. I’ll give you my word. Come with me … and we’ll go home. We could leave in a few weeks. Say yes, Angel. You don’t know how important it is for you to say yes … now.”
I closed my eyes. It was like having the kingdoms of the world spread before my eyes and being told: This will be yours. Ben … and Home. I would be freed from the perpetual worry of how many debts would be mounting. I should be home … I should see my family. Yet I must say: “Get thee behind me, Satan.”
“Angel …” His arms were about me.
“No, Ben, no. I can’t.”
“You want to.”
I did not answer.
He kissed me and said: “We can’t go on like this … either of us. I know your feelings. You know mine. Look, Angel, I came here to find gold. I vowed I wouldn’t go back until I did. I’d give that up for you. Doesn’t that tell you …?”
“Why did this have to happen now? Why did you come here in the first place? Why didn’t you come back to Cador?”
“It’s no use saying that. It’s too late. You know very well you can’t go back and change things.”
“Oh, Ben … if only I could.”
“We could start from now on. We can make our own way. All we need is the courage to leave this place … to go home and start afresh.”
“What of our families?”
“They would be shocked. We’d live that down. You are too important to your family for them to want to lose you. There would be a fuss at first. But people get used to these things. They always do.”
“I can’t do it, Ben.”
“You could.”
“I can’t. I’m going to have a child.”
“A child! Gervaise’s child!”
“Whose else? He is my husband. It makes a difference, doesn’t it?”
“It’s a complication certainly, but we’d get over that.”
“I couldn’t, Ben.”
“But for this child you would have said yes?”
“I don’t know. I couldn’t leave Gervaise.”
“Why not? He is perpetually in debt. He’s playing now … if not in the saloon in one of the shacks. Justin Cartwright is such another, but he seems to know what he is about. Gervaise is a loser. I happen to know he is in debt at the saloon.”
“Oh no!”
“Yes. It will go on like that all your life. Are you going to endure that? Come away with me. We’ll go home. There’ll be a scandal. My grandfather won’t like it, but he has come through worse, I believe. One thing about him, he is no saint, but like most sinners he is not hard on his own kind. It would be all right in time. It would be as it was meant to be from the moment we met. Oh, Angel, don’t turn away from our second chance.”
“There is the child,” I said.
“We’ll look after the child together.”
“But Gervaise will be its father. How could I explain that?”
“You wouldn’t have to. There is no reason why it should know.”
“Secrets. Deception. Oh, I know it would be wrong. Ben, I couldn’t do it. Gervaise would be so hurt. He thinks everything is right between us.”
“He is happy as long as he has the cards in his hands. He’s a gambler, Angel.”
“If he could only find the gold … if we could go home … it would make a difference. I believe I could …”
“You can’t change people, Angel. I can’t change you and you can’t change me. This is important. This is important … today … now … Angel, I have to know. We belong together. I have to make plans. This is very serious. I must have your answer … now.”
“My answer can only be no.”
“Because you don’t love me? Because you haven’t faith enough in me?”
“You know it is not that. It is just that I cannot do this. I cannot leave Gervaise. Particularly now there is to be a baby.”
“You must go home for the child’s sake. Remember Morwenna.”
“It wouldn’t happen to me. I’m stronger than Morwenna.”
“I must have your answer, Angel. You understand why I must have it now.”
“Ben, I can’t. I can’t.”
He had turned away. He was staring at the creek.
“There is little time,” he said. “I must have your answer, Angel. I must, I must.”
“It has to be no. I have married Gervaise. I have made my vows. They are sacred to me. And there is the child. Don’t you see? I could never be happy … either way I cannot be happy. I’ll be frank. I do love you, Ben. It should have been us. But it didn’t work out that way. We were unlucky. Things … got in the way. And here we are. I suppose it has happened to many people before us.”
“We are not concerned with what happens to others. I am offering you happiness. For the last time, Angel … will you take it?”
“I must go home. There is a meal to cook. I have to think of things like that.”
“You should never have been brought to this.”
“I am here and things are as they are.”
“So you have decided.”
“I have to, Ben. I have to.”
His mouth set firmly. I thought he was angry; but he was very gentle as he helped me into the saddle.
I had the news from Mrs. Bowles.
I had gone into the shop to buy a few stores. She greeted me warmly.
“And how is that little darling?” she asked.
She was referring to Pedrek in whom she had established proprietorial rights.
I said he was well.
“Should be, living up there off the fat of the land. It will be nice for Mr. Lansdon to have a mistress in the house. It’s not good for men to live alone. Mind you, I’m saying nothing against that Meg and Minnie. He couldn’t have better to look after him than them. But a wife’s a wife and there’s no gainsaying that.”
“I think he is very well cared for,” I said.
“Meg will still be there with the others. She’ll want all their help in running the house, that’s for certain.”
“Meg?” I said. “Why …? What …?”
Mrs. Bowles burst out laughing. “I was thinking about that Miss Morley.”
“What about her?”
“It’s clear you haven’t heard about the engagement. They say the wedding will be in a few weeks. That’s how things go out here … and Mr. Morley being not in the best of health like … I reckon he’ll be glad to pass his daughter into good hands.”
“I’m afraid I’m rather mystified, Mrs. Bowles.”
“You’re not up to date with the news. You could have knocked me down with a feather. I’ve often said it was a pity he didn’t have a wife up there … but I wouldn’t have thought of Miss Lizzie.”
I began to feel a coldness take possession of me. I could not believe what I was beginning to realize. I must be mistaken.
I said slowly: “Do you mean that Mr. Lansdon is going to marry Miss Lizzie Morley?”
“That’s about it. Well, she’s a dear, sweet thing … no harm in her. It’s just that she’s a little simple. Something went wrong soon after her birth. It was before my day,” she added regretfully, as though if she had been there, Lizzie would have been as bright as the rest of us.
“Are you sure?” I heard myself stammering. “It’s rather … unexpected.”
“I’m sure enough. Congratulated him myself, I did. He smiled and thanked me.”
Everyone in the town was talking about the engagement.
Gervaise said: “It will please old Morley. He’s devoted to that girl; and it must have been a worry to him as to what would become of her when he was gone. It’s just that she’s hardly the sort for Ben. Attraction of opposites, I suppose.”
I could not face Ben. I avoided him as far as possible. Nor did he seek me out. But I had to go to Golden Hall to see Morwenna, for I could not abruptly stop doing that. Every time I went I was afraid I should see him. I had no idea what I should say to him.
I felt his avowal of love for me had been meaningless. I had been duped into thinking it was something else. What had been his motive? The quick seduction of another man’s wife?
I realized I had led a sheltered life. I did not understand people. I made quick judgments. I had with Gervaise and consequently I had suffered because of this.
Morwenna was eager to talk of the news.
She said: “I hope he will be happy. I think he will. Lizzie is such a dear girl. She is happy … blissfully. She always adored him. I think perhaps she is the right sort for him. He is a man who will want his own way and Lizzie would never dream of questioning anything he did. She truly loves him. I have rarely seen anyone so happy. And Mr. Morley, too, he is delighted. I think he has worried a lot about leaving her. I happen to know that he is not in the best of health. He had a slight stroke some little time ago and just before we arrived, Dr. Field told him he would have to go very carefully. He came here, you know, with Lizzie and we had a long discussion. It may be that he was so overjoyed by the engagement that he was off his guard. He said, ‘I’m so glad to see my Liz settled. Ben will know how to look after her. It’s a great relief because, you know, I could pop off at any minute.’ So you see.”
“Yes, I see.”
“The wedding is going to be very soon. There is no point in waiting.”
“No point at all.”
“I expect Mr. Morley will see to that. You can understand a man in his state of health and caring as he does for his daughter … he wants to make sure everything is all right for her before he goes.”
“Yes,” I said. “He is a very good father.”
“When you are a parent you understand these things,” said Morwenna with a certain pride.
All I could think of was: How could he? He must have been contemplating this when he was attempting to become my lover.
I would never trust anyone again.
I don’t know how I lived through the next few weeks. Everything seemed unreal. Each day I awoke in the dreary little shack, Gervaise beside me. He never lost his cheerfulness. I suppose the gambler is a natural optimist and it is an indication of his nature that he can go on saying: “Perhaps this will be the day. Perhaps tonight I shall be a rich man.” And perhaps I should have applauded it. Instead it made me impatient.
On rare occasions he won at cards. Then he would say his luck had turned and it was the beginning of change. He was going to be lucky at the mine as well as at the card table.
I knew that Justin was gambling with him and I wanted to talk of this to Morwenna, but I could never bring myself to do so. In my heart I believed that Justin was every bit the gambler that Gervaise was; but it seemed to affect him differently. He never seemed to be in those financial difficulties which were always hanging over Gervaise.
No one would have suspected this. It was only those to whom Gervaise owed money who were aware of it. He treated all with that nonchalance which I had once called charm.
Perhaps I was finding fault with Gervaise because I was in love with Ben and I was telling myself that all men were deceivers. I had been deceived by Gervaise and, being the fool I was, I had allowed myself to be deceived by Ben.
Now that I had lost him, I realized how much he had meant to me … how I had somehow managed to keep my spirits up by looking to Ben as a means of escape … escape to happiness. Had he really meant he would give all this up if I would go back to England with him? How could he? When he immediately turned to someone else?
But Lizzie Morley! Oh, she was pretty enough … but how could a lively-minded man like Ben marry a girl like Lizzie?
I was in due course to learn the reason.
In the meantime there were those terrible weeks to live through, while the inhabitants of the township talked of little else but the coming wedding.
It was to be held at the Morley house and everyone was invited.
The parson from Walloo would come and perform the official ceremony. It was to take place in the garden before the house. They said that Mr. Morley had sent to Melbourne for the finest caterers and arrangers of weddings to see to everything.
There had never been such an occasion in the memory of the township.
Mrs. Bowles had her comment: “A funeral and then a wedding. I don’t know. That seems a bit funny to me. One coming so close on the heels of another. I wonder what’ll be next. Funeral most like. Can’t expect another wedding, can we? Whose would that be? Well, you never know. I mean to say, who would have thought of this?”
“Ben’s property will be joined up with Morley’s now,” said Gervaise. “Well, they are adjoining.”
Justin’s remark was: “Ben will be pleased to get a stake in Morley’s land at last. He’s been trying to buy it for some time.”
I told myself that that was why he was marrying Lizzie. It must be. He wanted the land. The thought only increased my anger against him.
During the weeks before the wedding I felt convinced that something must happen to stop it. I simply could not believe it would happen. Sometimes I thought I had dreamed the whole thing.
The day came. The weather was perfect, slightly less hot than we had been having. There was great excitement; the mines were deserted. Nobody was going to work on Ben and Lizzie’s wedding day.
Mr. Morley had engaged fiddlers to come and play. Everyone said it was the perfect wedding. Chairs had been set up in the garden in front of the house; there weren’t enough for everyone so some stood about, others squatted on the grass. There was a hushed silence when the parson from Walloo appeared and took his stand at the table which had been set up and Mr. Morley appeared with a radiant Lizzie clad in white and orange blossom. Arthur Bowles came in with Ben; and I closed my eyes as Lizzie and Ben stood together and took their vows.
I wished that I were anywhere but there; but of course I had to come. If I had stayed away people would have wondered why. And I could not feign an illness. Part of me wanted to torment myself. I wanted to see what I had been telling myself up to that moment could never be.
And so Ben and Lizzie were married.
How I longed to go home! I wanted to put this entire episode out of my life. I had been so foolish. I had believed Ben loved me: I feared that on one or two occasions I had come near to surrender. I had been childish. But I felt this betrayal had sent me hurtling into womanhood. I would never trust anyone again. I pleaded with Gervaise: “Do let us go home.”
“I have a feeling it will not be long now,” he said.
“You always say that. Gervaise, I cannot live this life.”
“I know. It’s not pleasant, is it? But be patient, darling … just for a little longer.”
“How long?”
“Till I’m lucky.”
“I somehow feel you are never going to be.”
“How can you say that? Look at Cassidy and One-Eye. They must be on their way home by now.”
“But who else, Gervaise? They are the only ones … after all this time.”
“Tomorrow it will be us.”
“You don’t believe that.”
“Oh, but I do. I know that one day. … You’ll be surprised. It will all have been worthwhile.”
“I want to go home in time for the baby.”
“We’ll be home long before it comes.”
What was the use? The lure of gold held him so firmly that it would never let him go. It would always be thus. And if we were at home he would gamble as he had before we came. There was no way out.
I had married a gambler and I was no longer in love with him. I loved someone else—again unwisely and this time too well.
I wished I could have confided in Morwenna but I could not. She would never have understood. Besides, it would make her unhappy, and she was so contented now.
Lizzie had become mistress of Golden Hall. She begged Morwenna to stay.
“I suggested leaving,” Morwenna told me. “It is different now. I ought to go. I am quite well and the baby is strong and healthy. I ought to be in my own home. Lizzie flung her arms round me. She is a most affectionate creature. One can’t help loving her. It’s good to be with her, Angelet. Ben is so gentle with her and as for old Mr. Morley he has slipped into a sort of contentment.”
So Morwenna stayed on at the Hall. Justin went often to dine there. I had not been since the wedding. I supposed I should have to go one day. But not yet. The betrayal was too recent.
Then Mr. Morley died.
His servants went into his bedroom one morning and found that he had died peacefully in his sleep. It was as though, now that he was assured that Lizzie would be cared for, he had quietly departed from this life.
So Mrs. Bowles was right. There was another funeral. Poor Lizzie! She had been all in white and now she was all in black. She had been devoted to her father and now, from complete bliss, she had been dashed into sorrow.
“I am so glad Ben is with her,” said Morwenna. “He is a great comfort to her.”
A message came to me from Ben by way of Morwenna.
She said to me: “Ben asked how you were. He said he had not seen you for some time.”
“Oh … no, I suppose not,” I replied.
“He said that it was a long time since you had ridden. He wants you to know that Foxey is always at your disposal.”
“I don’t get time,” I said shortly.
Morwenna said: “I feel so guilty living here. I ought to come home.”
“Home! Oh, you mean the shack. Don’t be a fool, Morwenna. How could Pedrek live in such a place? You have to stay there for his sake.”
“That’s what I tell myself, but I feel I’m cheating really. Angelet, I don’t know how you stand it. I wish you could come to Golden Hall.”
“How could I?”
“I am sure Lizzie would love to have you.”
“What? As a permanent guest?”
“It just makes me feel guilty. And there is Justin … I should be with him.”
“He is glad you are there. He knows it is best for you.”
“How I wish they could find enough gold to satisfy them and we could go home.”
“Home!” I said wistfully. But I was beginning to believe that I should be no happier there than here. I had been foolish. I had believed him. I had allowed myself to be caught in a snare and now I was trapped.
Then suddenly it all became clear to me.
I received the news, as usual, through Mrs. Bowles.
“You’ve heard, of course.”
“Heard what?” I asked.
“The find.”
“Find? Whose?”
“Gold. On Morley’s land. Well, it’s Ben’s and Lizzie’s now. They say that it’s already something bigger than anything that’s been known before throughout the length and breadth of Australia.”
“On Morley’s land?” I stammered.
“Yes. Do you know that creek … not so far from the house …”
The creek on Morley’s land. Memories came back … sitting there talking to Ben … listening to his avowal of love, watching the sunlight playing on the water of the creek.
“I … yes, I know.”
“Well, that’s where it is. Mr. Ben found it. It’s like that time in fifty-one when that man found six hundred ounces in a day in Ballarat. It was there in the creek … right on the surface … clear as daylight and no one seeing it till Mr. Ben came along. Trust him. Well, it’s a fortune for him now. I don’t reckon he’ll be here long. He’ll be off Home, that’s what.”
It was all becoming clear to me. This was why he had married Lizzie. He had discovered gold in the creek and from then on he had determined it should be his, no matter how he acquired it. What was there to choose between him and Gervaise? They were both the slaves to their Golden Goddess.
It eased my anger against myself, although it increased it towards him. I had been foolish but I could tell myself I had been fortunate in a way. Suppose I had succumbed, and only now I knew how near I had been to doing so … and then I had learned that I had linked my life with another gambler … a different kind it was true, a ruthless, successful one—but the motive was the same.
These men cared first for gold. Everything else came after that.
I heard myself saying to Mrs. Bowles that it was great good fortune.
I could not resist strolling up to the creek.
There were signs of activity. Shafts had already been set up. The peaceful scene was no more. It seemed a long time ago that I had sat there and he had told me he loved me.
I met him as I was coming away.
“Angel,” he said softly. “It’s ages since I’ve seen you.”
“The last time was at your wedding.”
He nodded.
“I hope you’ll be happy.”
“You know I won’t be.”
I raised my eyebrows. “I’ve heard to the contrary.”
He looked at me with longing and although it should not have, it raised my spirits.
I tried to pass him but he put out a hand and caught my arm. “I’d like to talk to you, Angel,” he said.
“Well, talk. But is there anything you have to say to me?”
“I didn’t want it to work out this way.”
“I thought your way was to make things go the way you wanted them to.”
“This marriage …”
“You weren’t forced into it, were you?” I asked, I hoped ironically.
He was silent for a while, then he said: “You know I wanted you. I shall always want you.”
“Hardly what one expects to hear from the newly wedded husband.”
I was pleased with myself. I was doing well, acting flippantly when my heart was leaden, feigning indifference when I was more unhappy than I had ever been in my life before.
“You refused me.”
“How could I have done anything else? I am married and now you are … so that makes two of us. Why don’t we stop this senseless talk, and if that is all you have to say to me …”
“Wait a minute. I must tell you …”
“Let me say Congratulations. The whole town is talking of your discovery. You are the lucky one. That is what you came out for, isn’t it? You must feel gratified. You have achieved your purpose. I hear this discovery is one of the biggest ever.”
“Let me explain to you.”
“What is there to explain? You discovered there was gold on the land. That was why you were so eager to buy.”
“That’s true.”
“That day we talked … I remember your washing your hands in the creek. Something happened … I know it now. Was it then?”
He nodded. “I saw gold then … actually in the creek. If one could see it like that I knew there was a rich store.”
“You didn’t tell Mr. Morley.”
“He wouldn’t have done a thing. He hated the coming of the miners. He wanted to keep the land as it was.”
“It was his land.”
“If you had come to me … I begged you to … I would have abandoned all this …”
“I don’t believe you, Ben. You’re like the rest of them. You’re suffering from the same fever … gold fever. You would never have given up the search for it … especially when you had this evidence.”
“You remember when we sat here … You remember the day I discovered there was gold in the creek. It was after that day that I asked you to come home with me. I would have gone home with you then.”
“After you had helped yourself to the gold here.”
“Listen to me, Angel. I came out here to find it. I vowed I would not go home until I had made my fortune. But I would have gone … if you had come with me.”
“After you had bought this land … After you had unearthed its treasure.”
“Well, I should have been a fool not to.”
“Yes, you would have been a fool, and you would never be that, Ben. There was only one way you could get that land, wasn’t there? By marrying for it.”
“If you had come with me I should never have married Lizzie. I should never have got this land. I’ll be honest. I want the gold … but I wanted you more. I still do. I’d give it all up for you.”
I laughed at him. “I’m not a gullible girl any more, Ben. I understand your ways … and all those of the men here … or most of them. This is an obsession. It’s a fever that takes possession of you all. You can’t break away from it.”
“I tell you this,” he said. “When I have what is on this land …”
“The land you bought through your marriage?”
“I mean this land … I will go home and never want to see another piece of gold.”
“There is no need to tell me all this. I know you, Ben, now. I didn’t before. It is my fault for being so naive.”
“Angel …”
“Goodbye, Ben. There is nothing we have to say to each other now.”
“Angel,” he called as I turned away. “I must see you sometimes …”
“I don’t think you should.”
“You are afraid of your feelings for me.”
I turned on him angrily. “This is a small community. I should hate there to be gossip. It would hurt Lizzie. She is the innocent one in all this, isn’t she? The lamb delivered up for slaughter.”
“Lizzie is very happy now,” he said. “And I intend that she shall remain so.”
“Let us hope she never discovers she was married for a gold mine. Goodbye.”
“If you care to ride Foxey … she is always at your disposal.”
“Thank you,” I said coldly and turned away.
My emotions were in a turmoil.
I wondered how all this would end.
The weeks were passing. There were only five months to go before my child was born. I thought that already it was getting rather late to leave. Even in my present condition I should not fancy the jostling of the Cobb’s coach to Melbourne and the long sea voyage.
I consulted Mrs. Bowles.
“Another little baby!” she cried. “Well, that is good news. I’ll guarantee yours will be easy. I know just by looking at a girl. Now, Mrs. Cartwright, I knew as soon as I saw her that she was going to have a bit of trouble. But you … you’ll be right as rain.”
That optimism which I had noticed when One-Eye and Cassidy had had their find, settled on the township. One person’s luck must mean that others could share in it because if there were alluvial deposits so near the surface on neighboring land it must mean that there were others nearby. It was a reminder that this was indeed gold country.
Gervaise and Justin were working feverishly; at the end of each day the story was the same. Maybe tomorrow will be our lucky day.
“Trust Ben Lansdon,” said Justin enviously. “He hasn’t done too badly in the past and then he alights on this.”
“He had to marry Lizzie Morley to get it,” I said waspishly.
“Well, never mind how he got it,” replied Justin. “He knew the gold was there. That’s what everyone says. That’s why he took on Lizzie. I’ve heard it said that Morley made a bargain with him before he died. Take Lizzie and you get the land.”
“Do you believe that?” I asked.
“Well, it seems to have worked out that way, doesn’t it? He was desperately trying to buy the land … offering a fantastic price, so I understand. Then he gets it through marriage and, hey presto, Gold.”
“Well, I suppose it does seem rather obvious.”
“Ben won’t mind. As long as he achieves his object he’ll be ready to pay the price.”
There was more talk about gold than ever in the past. The men were constantly discussing veins and placers. Veins, Gervaise told me, were like other deposits of metals. In the alluvial deposits—the placers—the metal was found embedded in the soil usually in chambers worn away by water. The fact that it was actually discovered in the creek must show that it was very plentiful in that spot. That was what had aroused Ben’s excitement.
I had watched the men panning many times. There was a special method of doing it—a certain shaking and twisting and gyrating movement, and great care had to be taken to wash away the soil and lose none of the precious metal which might be there.
There were what they called cradles for treating larger quantities of soil; and there was another complicated one called a Tom.
Ben had all methods working. He paid some of the miners to help him and several of them were glad to earn money that way.
More than ever I wanted to get away. I felt there was something evil in this search for gold. I often thought of David Skelling who could not resist the temptation to steal gold which had been found by others, and how he had met his wretched end because of this.
Sometimes I went to the graveyards and looked at the rough stones which had been set up. James Morley. David Skelling. Two who had died since I had come. I shuddered to think that Morwenna or her baby might have been here … but for the grace of God, and the skill of Dr. Field … not forgetting Mrs. Bowles.
Then came the night when Justin was in our shack for a game of cards with Gervaise. More frequently they joined other players in the saloon but this was an evening when it was to be just a friendly game of poker between the two of them.
Before Pedrek’s birth when they had played in one of the shacks, Morwenna and I would be together. We usually went into the bedroom and talked while they played.
On this occasion I was alone as Morwenna was still sleeping at Golden Hall.
I left them and went into the bedroom. I wanted to get away. I found the scene sordid—not so much the shabby room with the candles guttering in their iron sticks, as the intent looks on the faces of the two. It sickened me. It was an outward sign of all that had brought us here away from our families, our homes and a gracious way of life.
Suddenly I heard a shout from the other side of the partition, the sound of a chair’s being pushed back, raised voices.
I ran into the next room. The two men were on their feet glaring at each other across the table.
“Cheat!” Gervaise was shouting. “I saw that. You can’t deny it.”
Justin’s face was very white. He said nothing. I saw the cards on the table. The ace and king of hearts were uppermost.
Gervaise said in a cold voice: “So this is it. This is the reason for your winnings. You’re a cheat, Cartwright. A card sharper …”
Justin stammered: “It was … a mistake …”
“A mistake to get caught.” Gervaise walked round the table. He pulled Justin up by his coat. He was several inches taller than Justin. He lifted him and shook him as though he were a dog. Then he threw him from him. Justin stumbled and went sprawling against the wall.
He stood up slowly. I thought he was going to run at Gervaise, who stood there waiting for him.
I put myself between them. “Stop it,” I cried. “Stop it. I won’t have fighting here.”
“He’s a cheat and a liar,” said Gervaise. I had never seen him cold like that before. He was a different man. Never had I seen him so furiously angry. But this was because I had never been present when the rules of this sacred matter had been violated.
I said: “Justin, I think it would be better if you left … now.”
“I shall never play with him again,” declared Gervaise. And I had never heard such coldness in his voice as I did then.
Justin did not speak. He was deflated. I thought: It’s true then. He cheats at cards. It is why he has the luck. Oh, poor Morwenna. Gervaise was a gambler but at least he was an honest one.
Justin slunk out. The door shut behind him.
“This,” I said, “is very upsetting.” I scooped up the cards on the table and put them into a drawer. “I don’t suppose you will want to play again in a hurry,” I said.
“Not with that card sharper. He will not play again in this place. Nobody will play with him when they know.”
Gervaise sat down and stared ahead of him. I sat opposite him. I said: “Shall you tell them?”
“What else can I do? How can I let him sit down at a table knowing what I do?”
“Perhaps he only did it once … in sudden temptation.”
He shook his head. “He was too practiced for that. I wondered some days ago. His luck was almost too good to be true. I think he has been doing it for years. He’s too good at it. It must be long practice. I wondered the other night when he kept coming up with the right cards. Then I watched. He’s clever. You have to be sharp. Well, tonight I was sharp.”
I was silent for a while. I thought: How I hate this gambling. How I hate this place. I want to leave and never see it again.
I said: “What will this mean? You will tell?”
“What else can I do?”
“What of Morwenna?”
“What has she to do with this?”
“She is his wife. Does this mean that it is the end of friendship between you and Justin?”
“You can’t expect me to be friends with a man like this, can you? I’ve caught him red-handed.”
“What shall we tell Morwenna?”
“She’ll know the truth, that’s all.”
“She can’t. She will be too upset.”
Gervaise stared at me incredulously.
“You don’t mean that I should let this pass! Go on as though nothing has happened because Morwenna will be upset?”
“She has not entirely recovered from the birth of Pedrek. Don’t you understand? It was a terrible ordeal. She nearly died. She mustn’t be upset. If she is, the baby will be upset. Remember it was touch and go. They both still need care.”
“I can’t let Justin Cartwright play with others, knowing what I know. At home he would be drummed out of any club. There would be a scandal if anyone was caught cheating as he has been.”
“For the sake of your precious game you would run the risk of harming Morwenna and her baby!”
Gervaise looked at me in bewilderment.
I said: “I know what we’ll do. I’ll go and see Justin. I’ll make him promise not to play for a while. And if he does promise, will you give me your word not to say anything about what happened tonight to anyone … just for a while?”
“You don’t understand, Angelet.”
“I do understand too well. This wretched gambling means more to you than anything. Everything can be thrust aside for it. Look at what it has brought us to. There are debts at home and debts here … and all because you have followed this urge … always you lose today and will win tomorrow. And now you are going to tell all those gamblers what Justin has done. Justin is Morwenna’s husband. She loves him. I will not have her upset. Gervaise, you have to promise me that you will say nothing of what happened tonight to anyone …”
“I cannot let him play … knowing this.”
“It’s against the gamblers’ ethics, I know. It is all right to risk money they haven’t got … to plunge deeper and deeper into debt … to bring misery to their families … but to break their silly rules is a mortal sin.”
Gervaise was fast becoming his old self. His choler had disappeared. He was tender and gentle. “You are so vehement, Angelet,” he said soothingly.
“I won’t have Morwenna upset. She could so easily be now. She is getting on so well living in comfort at Golden Hall. Lizzie is so good to her and loves to have her and the baby there. Gervaise, she must not know about this.”
“I won’t let him sit down and play with others, knowing what I do,” he said.
“If he promised not to play …”
“He wouldn’t.”
“He would. He’s got to.”
“Where are you going?”
“To see him. No … don’t come with me. I’m going alone.”
I ran out to the nearby shack. Justin was sitting at the table, his head in his hands.
“Justin,” I said.
He looked up and saw me.
“Angelet …”
“I want to talk to you.”
I went to the table and sat on the other side so that we were facing each other.
“I’m sorry it happened,” he said.
“Do you always cheat?” I asked.
He nodded.
“Is it … your profession?”
“I had to do something,” he said. “I’m not much good at anything else.”
“Morwenna’s father offered you a job working with him.”
He looked at me ruefully. “Not much in my line.”
“Justin, what are you going to do?”
“What can I do? I’m ruined.”
“Gervaise has promised me that he will tell no one for a while.”
“What?”
“Provided you don’t play.”
“He will tell.”
“No, he won’t.’ He’s promised me not to. It mustn’t be known. Morwenna must not know.”
He looked frightened.
I went on: “I can’t imagine what she would think. It would break her heart. She is so proud of you. And there is the baby. I won’t have Morwenna knowing.”
“No,” he murmured. “She mustn’t know.”
“Gervaise will do nothing for a while at least if you will promise not to play.”
He looked at me piteously.
I said: “You live by it, don’t you? Is that what you do in London?”
He did not speak and that told me enough. What had we done, Morwenna and I? It seemed that she had made a greater mistake than I had. Gervaise was weak but at least he was not a cheat.
“It’s got to stop, Justin,” I said. “You were bound to get caught sooner or later.”
He said: “If I could only strike gold I’d never touch another card. Why does it always go to those who have enough already? Look at Ben Lansdon.”
“He didn’t gamble away what he won, did he? He put it to a useful purpose.”
“Yes … and now he’s married to a gold mine.”
“Don’t be bitter, Justin. It seems to me that there is little to choose between any of you. But I want your promise that you will not play again until it is decided what we shall do. I’ll talk to Gervaise again. I want everything to go on as though this hasn’t happened. But you will not play cards again. As soon as you do, Gervaise will tell. He believes it is a matter of honor to do so.”
“There is nothing I can do but agree.”
“It is better not to rush into anything. Both you and Gervaise will feel differently about all this tomorrow. You can’t be enemies. After all, you are working together.”
“I’ll do it. I’ll promise.”
I stood up.
“You must … for Morwenna’s sake.”
He nodded and as I went out, he murmured: “Thank you, Angelet.”
There was an uneasy truce between the two men. I wondered how long it could last. They scarcely addressed a word to each other which was not in connection with their work. One would be deep down in the earth digging, the other winding up the pails of earth to bring them to the surface.
I had ceased to be interested in the methods of working; my revulsion to the whole matter was growing daily. The frantic desire for gold I saw in the faces of those men repelled me; the greed and, after the first exultation at someone’s find—simply because they thought the same thing could happen to them—the bitter envy. Lust for gold … envy of others … I could see why they were two of the most deadly sins.
I longed more than ever to be away from the place, to go home, to the excitement of London, the peace of Cador; they seemed like heavenly bliss to me.
I was growing listless. I supposed that was because of my condition. I thought constantly of the baby. How happy I could be if I were at home and my child could be brought up as I and all my family had been … in comfortable surroundings. But to have a child here! How could I bring up a child in this squalor?
Everywhere I looked there was disaster. I was anxious about the situation with Justin, although I confess I had little sympathy with him. My thoughts were all for Morwenna who might discover in due course that her husband was a cheat. Poor Morwenna, she was less worldly than I. How would she take it?
I longed for something to happen, something which would take me away from this increasingly unpleasant situation in which I found myself.
My prayers were answered … but not in the way I had expected.
Afterwards I learned a little about the methods which were used in the mines. When gold had first been discovered here in the early fifties, mining had been comparatively simple. That was when the presence of gold had been found to exist in the valleys … the deposit formed in dried-up streams. It was near the surface of the earth. That was soon discovered and mined. But now they had to dig deeper down into the earth and that was why deep shafts had to be sunk. After one or two fatal accidents, it was realized that the clay, gravel and sand had to be shored up with wood.
When the earth which might contain gold was brought to the surface it was put into wheelbarrows and taken to water to be what they called puddled and washed by means of the cradle, to separate the soil from the gold.
It was a disheartening process; and again and again the results of their efforts were fruitless. Now and again there was the tiny speck … nothing much in itself, but a reason for hope.
As the shaft grew deeper and deeper, naturally the danger increased. There were poisons from rotting vegetation. There was one young man in the town who was a permanent invalid. He had worked with his father and had been down below when there had been a slight fall of earth which meant it was some hours before they could dig him out. As a result he had a perpetual cough and it was obvious that he was slowly dying.
So it was very necessary that the timber which propped up the sides of the shaft was strong enough to hold back the earth.
It was early afternoon. I was on my way to the store. I knew Mrs. Bowles would want to know how little Pedrek was faring: she would listen to accounts of his actions, head on one side, lips pursued, sparkling with self-congratulatory pleasure. Her child, the one who might never have been brought into the world but for her skill.
Just as I was about to enter the shop, I heard the shouts. I stood listening. Mrs. Bowles came out of the shop and stood beside me, her eyes grave.
Men had left their work and were running to a certain spot.
“There’s trouble,” said Mrs. Bowles. “Arthur! Quick!”
Arthur joined us and we ran with the crowd. I felt a fearful apprehension for they were running in the direction of our shaft.
I was on the edge of the crowd.
I saw Gervaise. Men were crowding round him. I tried to push towards him.
I heard someone say: “Someone’s down there.”
“It’s Cartwright. It must be …” said another.
“Gervaise!” I called. “Gervaise.”
He did not hear me.
“What’s happening?” I said.
One of the men turned and looked at me. “Timber must have given way.”
I came a little nearer. It was not easy to force my way through.
Gervaise said: “He’s down there. I’m going to get him.”
“You’re a fool, man,” said Bill Merrywether, one of the oldest and most experienced of the miners. “You’d never do it.”
“I’m going,” repeated Gervaise.
“Gervaise! Gervaise!” I cried.
He turned briefly and gave me a smile of tenderness.
Bill Merrywether attempted to restrain him but he pushed him aside. I watched him disappear down the shaft.
Someone turned and looked at me. It was one of the miners.
“It’s all right, me dear,” he said.
Someone else said: “He’s crazy. It’ll be the two of ’em now.”
“What’s going on?” I begged. “Tell me.”
Mrs. Bowles was beside me. She put an arm round me. “It’s a fall,” she said. “It will be all right.”
“My God,” said someone. “He’s got guts.”
“Gone in to save his mate.”
“Madness. Suicide.”
Nobody answered.
I tried to fight my way to the head of the mine, but several of them held me back.
“You can’t do nothing,” said one of the miners. “We’ve just got to wait, my dear, to be ready if …”
I don’t know how long it was. Time stood still. The silence was intense. All that sky … the scene which had become so repugnant to me … and all these people now joined together as though in silent prayer.
How long? I do not know. Seconds … minutes … hours. I kept thinking of them in that room, Gervaise glaring at Justin. Gervaise the gambler, Justin the cheat … and they were down in the mine together … the mine I had always subconsciously feared and hated.
There was a sudden shout.
Something was happening. As one person we moved towards the mine.
I saw Justin then. He was unconscious. Gervaise was holding him, pushing him upwards. Several men had rushed forward. They had Justin now. They had dragged him out. For a moment I glimpsed Gervaise. I saw his face triumphant … grimed with dirt. I saw the flash of his white teeth.
And then there was a rumbling sound. Someone reached out to seize him … but he was no longer there.
We heard the terrible sound of falling earth. The shaft had collapsed … taking Gervaise with it.
It took them four hours to dig him out. There was mourning throughout the township for a brave man. And I had become a widow.
Justin was carried to the shack. Morwenna left Golden Hall and came to him. He was shaken and bruised but there was nothing from which he could not recover.
My emotions were in too much turmoil for me to think clearly. I believed many of them were concerned for me. There was I, six months pregnant, having lost my husband in dramatic circumstances.
Morwenna insisted on looking after me, as well as Justin.
She could not speak of Gervaise’s heroic deed, but I knew it was uppermost in her mind.
The whole of the township wanted to take care of me. They did all they could to help—each in his or her own way. I was deeply touched and I thought how disaster brought out the best in people. The good and the evil, they were there in us all. Recently I had thought a great deal about the lust for gold, the greed and the envy. I had seen it in this place so clearly where now I saw the caring compassion.
I thought often of Gervaise, remembering the happy times—how kind he had been on our wedding night; how gentle he had always been to me. I forgot that incident at the auberge; I forgot the debts. When one has lost someone one has loved, one remembers only the good things.
I had a great deal to think about; my future had changed.
Ben came to see me.
He sat in the shack and looked at me sorrowfully.
“Oh, Angel, what can I say? If there is anything I can do to help …”
I smiled. “That is what everyone is saying to me.”
“If only …”
I looked at him pleadingly. I knew what he was going to say and I could not bear it.
“I suppose you will go home now,” he said.
I nodded. “I shall have to wait until the child is born.”
He looked round the shack. “I hate to think of you in this place.”
“I’ll be all right. It has happened to others.”
“And only Mrs. Bowles. I shall have Dr. Field here. He shall stay at the Hall.”
I smiled wanly. “You are forgetting, Ben. This is nothing to do with you.”
“Every concern of yours is mine, too.”
“How is the mine going?”
He did not answer. He looked very sad.
I said: “Everyone here is so kind to me.”
“I shall make sure everything is done … everything possible.”
“Thank you, Ben. It was good of you to call.”
“You speak as though I am just one of the others.”
“That, Ben, is really what you have become.”
“I’ll talk to you later. At the moment you are too shocked.”
I said, “Thank you,” and he left me.
Gervaise was buried in the graveyard. They gave him a hero’s funeral. The parson came from Walloo to preside.
It was very moving. I was there, Morwenna on one side of me, Justin on the other. I was a pathetic figure … the widow soon to bear the dead man’s child … the man who had died a most heroic death and had won the admiration of every single one of them.
The parson spoke of him most movingly.
“His death is an example of the supreme sacrifice. His friend was in danger. No one could have expected him to take such a terrible risk. But he did not hesitate. They had come out together; they had worked together in amity; they were friends.”
Visions of them, facing each other across the card table, came to me … Gervaise, departed from his usual nonchalance, blazing with anger; Justin crouching before him: Gervaise seizing Justin and shaking him as though he were a dog.
“Greater love hath no man than he who layeth down his life for his friend,” said the parson.
I saw that many of those present were openly weeping.
And so they laid Gervaise to rest not far from the remains of David Skelling.
I thought: He will never go home now. He will never find that fortune which he was so sure would be his.
Poor Gervaise. He had always lost.
Morwenna had left Golden Hall, much to Lizzie’s sorrow. She visited us frequently and was constantly bringing gifts for the baby. She was worried about me, too.
“Angelet,” she said, “you must go and stay at the Hall. Your baby must be born there.”
“Oh no,” I said. “Thank you, but that is not possible. You are so good to us all and it is so kind …”
“But I want you to come,” she insisted, her eyes filling with tears. “I love little babies.”
“We have to be in our own homes, Lizzie,” I said. “We just cannot go into other people’s.”
“Ben wants you to come.” She smiled triumphantly. “He says he is going to insist.”
“I couldn’t, Lizzie.”
She thrust that aside. I could see she thought Ben’s wish must be law.
I had long talks with Justin and Morwenna.
“We’re going home,” said Morwenna with delight. “We have decided that, haven’t we, Justin? I have written to Pa and Mother. They’ll be so very pleased. They’ve hated our being so far away. We are going to take you with us, Angelet.”
I looked down at my spreading figure.
“We’re going to wait,” said Morwenna. “We’ve worked it all out. We won’t go before the baby is born. You couldn’t travel yet and then you wouldn’t want to until the baby is, say … six months old.”
“That will be nearly nine months. You wouldn’t want to wait all that time. You’d better go now. I’ll make my own way home.”
“Of course we wouldn’t do that, would we, Justin? You see, if you know that you are going, it is not so bad. You count the days … You tick them off as they pass and you know it’s getting nearer. What is so dreadful is not knowing when it is going to end. We want to wait for nine months, don’t we, Justin?”
Justin answered: “Yes, we do and we shall. We’re not going to leave you here, Angelet. We shall all go back together. After all, even if we weren’t going to wait for you we couldn’t just walk out. In the meantime I shall get someone to help me work the mine.”
“Oh Justin, you can’t go down there again … after what happened.”
“I think I know where it went wrong. There was so much damp down there that the wood rotted. You get to learn these things, you know. You don’t make the same mistakes twice.”
“I know you are longing to get away after all you went through … particularly Justin. Please don’t worry about me. I’ll manage.”
But they would not hear of it.
Later I talked to Justin alone.
He said: “I feel so ashamed. Only you in this place can know how ashamed I feel.”
“It’s all over,” I said. “Gervaise is dead. Only the three of us knew what happened on that night. You can’t go on thinking of it forever.”
“We had not spoken in friendship … since it happened,” he went on. “He despised me, I know he did. I saw it in his eyes …”
“Yes,” I said. “Cheating at cards. It was the ultimate sin. Gervaise was obsessed by gambling …”
“So many of us are.”
“Are you going to give it up?”
He looked helplessly into space.
I said: “You could go home. There would be a place for you with Morwenna’s father …”
“I know. I’m going to try. I feel I can never forget this. It was so noble of him.”
“There was a lot of nobility in Gervaise.”
“Oh yes. He hated me. He despised me. There was no need for him to come down like that. If he had not, he would be here today. I should be lying where he is. Why did he do it? He knew what a risk he was taking.”
“He liked to take risks. He was a gambler right to the end. He thought he could win … always. He was betting then against the biggest odds ever. But this time he was betting for a different reason. Not for gain … but for another man’s life.”
“And he lost,” said Justin.
“No, he won. He saved your life, Justin. That was his aim.”
I turned away to hide my emotion.
“Oh, Angelet, I’m sorry. I should have been the one. I’m the unworthy one.”
I said: “You have made Morwenna happy. That is wonderful. You have your son. You will love him and care for him. Justin, we have to forget what we have done in the past. We have to grow better for our experiences … we have to learn from them.”
He looked at me very seriously and said: “I shall do all I can for you, Angelet. I shall try to repay Gervaise through you.”
The weeks passed. Everyone in the township wanted to show their appreciation to the widow of a hero.
Morwenna was my constant companion. She was very happy at the prospect of going home. She talked of it most of the time. “Eight more months … the time will soon be gone.”
Justin had taken a partner with whom he worked—John Higgs, who would take over the claim when he left. They had shored up the mine afresh and everyone declared it was as “safe as houses” now—however safe they were.
I believe it must have been something of an ordeal to descend the mine after what had happened to him; but he did. I daresay he was spurred on by the hope that he would find gold after all. What a wonderful conclusion to his life at Golden Creek that would be … to have escaped death to find a fortune.
Nothing so spectacular happened; there were the trivial finds now and then—just enough to raise hopes. He played cards occasionally. I wondered if he cheated. I did not ask. I did not want to know.
I no longer wanted to make hasty judgments of people. One could not know them … ever, it seemed. I thought often of Gervaise … sadly, nostalgically, remembering so much of him that I had loved. Whenever I thought of our escape from the auberge I would supplant that image with one of the hero and remember the last glimpse I had had of him, the dirt caking his hair and streaking down his face—Gervaise the elegant man about town as I had first seen him. I would always remember the look of triumph on his face when he had brought up Justin. He had gambled his life and lost it but he had won in the end because his goal had been to save Justin, the man whom he despised as a cheat.
My thoughts were now centered on my baby which was the best thing that could happen to me.
I did not want to dwell on the past. I wanted to put all that behind me. I did not want to think of Ben and Lizzie. I did not want to remember how I might so easily have been unfaithful to Gervaise; I did not want to think of the disappointment and disillusion I had suffered from Gervaise. It was all over. The new life with the baby was about to begin.
One day when I was in the store Mrs. Bowles said to me: “I’ve arranged everything. We’re going to have the rooms Mrs. Cartwright had when young Pedrek was born.”
“What!” I said.
“Now … now … this is a time when you don’t have to think at all. You leave everything to me. I’m to have the room next to yours and we’ll go there a week before the baby is due. It’s all been fixed.”
“I haven’t fixed it, Mrs. Bowles.”
“I have … with Mr. Lansdon and Miss Lizzie. We’re going to send for Dr. Field. He’ll be staying for a night or two at the Hall. The first signs of the baby and Jacob will ride over to fetch him.”
“I can’t … have all these arrangements made for me, Mrs. Bowles.”
“Here. Don’t you get into a fratchet. Not good for the little ’un … that sort of thing. We don’t want him poking his nose out to see what all the fuss is about do we … not before we’re ready for him.”
“But I want to be in my own place.”
“No place for a baby. What could have happened to Mrs. Cartwright, do you think … if she hadn’t been in the right place … with the right people there on the spot?”
“I’m different.”
“No, you’re not. Women is all one and the same all the world over … specially at times like this. Now you stop worrying. It’s all fixed. Why, if you go on like this folks’ll think you’ve got something against them there up at the Hall.”
Then I realized that I had to give in—for the baby’s sake as well as for “what folks would think.”
I have to admit I did so with a certain relief. Morwenna had been extremely worried at the prospect of my having the baby here—and so had I.
I would forget from whom the hospitality came. After all, my child’s life was more important than my pride.
My time was near. I was greatly looking forward to having my child. And soon we should be leaving. I longed for the time to pass. I heard a good deal of talk about Morley’s Mine. Presumably it was more productive than even had been thought in the first place. Ben had always been the most respected man in the town; now he assumed an almost godlike aura. He had found gold; he had contrived to make it his. It was something they all admired.
They knew, of course, that he had married Lizzie for it. Lizzie must have known, too. But as they were both satisfied with the bargain, I remarked to Morwenna, what did it matter what was the motive behind it?
Morwenna was romantic. “I would rather think that he had fallen in love with Lizzie and married her for that reason … and then discovered gold on the land. After all she is pretty and appealing and so sweet-natured. I don’t think she has ever had an evil thought against anyone in her life. And he would want to protect her. Strong men like to have someone to protect.”
I smiled at her. She was so innocent. I rejoiced that we had managed to keep Justin’s disgrace from her.
In due course I went to Golden Hall. Ben was there with Lizzie, when I arrived in the company of Mrs. Bowles.
“I’m glad you have come,” said Ben.
“It was not really necessary. It was all arranged for me.”
He just put a hand on my shoulder and said, “Lizzie insisted.”
“Yes, I did,” said Lizzie delightedly. “And Ben said you must come, too, didn’t you, Ben?”
I was taken to the room I was to occupy. How different from the shanty! No, I could not have let my baby be born there.
Mrs. Bowles bustled round in profound appreciation for her own efficiency. In due course Dr. Field arrived.
It was a simple and uncomplicated birth and I experienced a thrill of joy when they laid my little girl in my arms.
I said that what I had wanted more than anything was a little girl.
“It is so nice,” said Morwenna, “because Pedrek is a boy. Perhaps when they grow up they’ll marry.”
“I insist that you allow my child time to get out of her cradle before you plunge her into matrimony,” I said.
We talked of names.
Morwenna wanted her to be called Bennath which was Cornish, she told me, for “blessing.”
“And that,” she said, “is what this child is going to be for you, Angelet.”
Bennath … I thought: People will call her Ben or Bennie. I could not have that. It would remind me of him.
What I wanted to do was take my child away and forget this place … and all that had happened in it.
I would go home where perhaps it would be possible to start afresh.
I finally decided on Annora Rebecca—Annora after my mother and Rebecca because I liked it. “But we shall call her Rebecca,” I said, “because it is always awkward to call two in one family by the same name.”
So Rebecca she became.
She flourished. I stayed on at Golden Hall. I said it was for the baby’s sake; but I wanted to be there, too.
I could not face going back to the shack.
Mrs. Bowles stayed with me and taught me all the things one has to learn about babies. And I found myself happier than I had been for a long time.
I wrote to my parents and told them about Rebecca and that I should be with them as soon as my baby was old enough to travel. I had written in detail of Gervaise’s death and I had had letters from them urging me to come home as soon as possible.
We were ready to leave. Justin had been to Melbourne to book our passages on the Southern Cross and all being well we should arrive in England in about three months’ time.
It would be spring there and here the winter would be starting. Winter in the township was hard to bear; although the heat of the summer could perhaps be equally trying. I noticed the envious looks which were cast in my direction. We were the lucky ones even if we had not found gold. We were going home.
I was in the shack one day packing up the last of my things when Ben came in. In two days we were to take the Cobb’s coach to Melbourne.
He shut the door and stood against it looking at me.
“So soon,” he said, “you will be gone. Oh, Angel, what a mess we have made of everything.”
“What? You … the envy not only of Golden Creek but the whole of Australia!”
“It wasn’t the way I wanted it to be.”
“It was the way you made it be.”
“It is going to be very dull here when you have gone.”
I tried to laugh and said: “I have hardly been the life and soul of the party.”
“You know what you have been to me.”
“I remember what you have told me … in the past,” I replied.
“I shall always love you, Angel. Everything was against us. When I was free you were not … and now. … Who would have thought …?”
I wanted to be flippant. I felt I had to be before I broke down and betrayed my true feelings. That, above all, I must not do. “Are you implying,” I said, “that Gervaise might have timed his exit more conveniently to suit you?”
He looked aghast.
I went on: “Perhaps you should be grateful. Just suppose I had listened to you. Suppose I had left with you as you suggested … I should still be a woman without a husband and you a man without a gold mine.”
“You were more important to me than the mine.”
“Remember your vow. You weren’t coming back until you found gold … a lot of it. Well, now you have.”
“I shall come back,” he said. “Soon.”
“Not while the mine yields up such rewards, Ben.”
He came towards me but I held back.
“No, it is over,” I said. “Over? Well, it never was, was it?”
“I should never have come to this place. I should have come back to Cador. I should never have left Cador. I should have insisted on staying with you.”
“It is all in the past, Ben. I shall leave here and everything will seem different when I get home. I have my child. I shall begin a new life. This is over … finished … It is going to be as though it never was.”
“You won’t forget. You did care for me.”
I said: “I shall try to forget, and if I ever do look back and feel the slightest bit sad, I shall say to myself: He married Lizzie. He married her because he knew there was a gold mine on her father’s land and that was the only way he could get his hands on it.”
“It is not a flattering picture, is it, Angel?”
“Oh … I’m not judging. It has made Lizzie happy. It has given you what you want. Lizzie’s father died contented because of it. I suppose there is good in everything. I have my child now. You have your mine. You see, we both have a great deal to be thankful for.”
“It is not goodbye, you know. I shall soon be in England.”
“Oh no, Ben. There must be more gold in that mine … yet.”
“Gold! Gold! You think of nothing but gold.”
“No, Ben, I only talk of it. You live for it.”
“You don’t understand.”
“I do … absolutely. Enjoy what you have and don’t reach for the impossible. That is what I am going to do. You must go now.”
He went to the door and looked back at me.
“Angel, please don’t forget me.”
He was gone. I went to the door and leaned against it. A terrible desolation swept over me.
Then I went to Rebecca’s cot. She was awake. She looked at me wonderingly and then I saw recognition in her eyes. I saw what seemed to me a smile of contentment.
I thanked God for Rebecca.
Two days later we left. It seemed that everyone in the township had come to see us off.
Our baggage had been sent to the docks a week before and now we ourselves were ready to board the coach.
There were handshakes and good wishes; signs of envy and the nostalgia for home were more evident than usual.
Ben was there with Lizzie. He looked very sad; so did she.
“Both of the little babies going,” sighed Lizzie.
Ben took my hand.
“Don’t forget us. Don’t forget me.”
I looked at him intently and I said: “Do you think I ever could?”
The words would have seemed normal enough to any listener, but both of us knew they meant something special.
Then we were off. I looked out of the window until we had passed through the town. I had longed to go and now I could only think: I may never see him again.
But Rebecca was in my arms; and as I held her warm body against my own I knew I had a great deal to live for.
The Return
THE VOYAGE WAS UNEVENTFUL. There were warm days on deck when we sat and dreamily talked. We could not help comparing this with the last voyage and memories of Gervaise were ever present. He had been full of optimism, so certain was he that he would come home a rich man. It had never occurred to him that he might not come home at all.
There was rough weather in the Tasman Sea and sailing round the Cape, Morwenna kept to her cabin. Justin and I sat on deck and, because we were alone, we could refer to matters which we had kept secret from Morwenna.
He was amazingly frank. I think he could not forget that Gervaise had saved his life and it seemed incredible that he could have lost his own in doing so when only a short time ago he had clearly shown that he despised him.
I had a notion that Justin wished to look after me as a kind of compensation for not being able to express his gratitude to Gervaise.
“He was the one who should have been saved,” he said. “He was a better man than I. I do not believe I should have gone down to save him. I have thought a lot about it, Angelet. They brought him up dead and my first thought was: No one will know now what happened. Only Angelet knows and I am safe with her.”
“I should not reproach yourself on that score, Justin,” I said. “I suppose it would be a natural reaction.”
“But that he should have died saving me …”
“Yes, that was significant. But it was typical of Gervaise. He would always act nobly automatically … in ordinary life. It was only when he was at the card table that he changed.”
“But he would never have cheated.”
“No … not at cards. But it is cheating in a way to gamble with money you haven’t got.” I was thinking too of Madame Bougerie. “Gervaise did that.” I went on: “He was noble in a way; he was wonderfully kind, self-sacrificing too as he showed so clearly … but no one is perfect. Justin, you’ve got to forget all this. It’s all behind you.”
“I haven’t cheated at cards since,” he said.
“And you will give all that up?”
He was silent for a while. Then he said: “It was my living, Angelet.”
“You mean … you lived on your winnings … those which came to you through your way of playing!”
“It’s polite of you to put it that way. It’s what is called living by your wits. One can win large sums of money in the London clubs. What I did in the township was … trivial. It’s exciting because once you are caught it is over forever. But I was very good at it. I must have been very slack to have been caught like that by Gervaise.”
“Poor Morwenna,” I said. “She has such a high opinion of you.”
“I promised myself that if I found gold I’d give it all up. I was longing for that. Since I married Morwenna, I’ve battled with my conscience. She thinks I have a private income. The only income I have is … from this.”
“You could have gone to work at Pencarron Mine.”
“I couldn’t face it. Life in that remote spot far away from everything I was used to …”
“And now?”
“I’ve changed. All that has happened has changed me. I’m trying to be honest. I was caught by Gervaise. … That means I’m slipping. I was not so good. It’s ever since I married Morwenna. … And now there is the baby. … It’s made a lot of difference to me. If Morwenna’s father offered me something down there, I’d take it, Angelet … and I’d do my best to make a good thing of it.”
“Oh, Justin, I’m so glad. You’ll have to forget all that has gone before.”
“You’ve been a good friend to me, Angelet. I feel safe with you. You’d not betray me.”
I laughed. “My dear Justin, I don’t think you are so very wicked. I suppose you only took from the rich.”
“Well … perhaps not in the township …”
“If you give it up … if you live honorably from now on … I think you can be very happy. It must have been a terrible strain … wondering all the time that you might be caught.”
“Yes … but there was a sort of excitement which is irresistible.”
“But you have Morwenna and Pedrek to think of now. Can you give all that up, Justin?”
“Yes, I can do it,” he said.
I was glad for Morwenna’s sake. She at least could be happy.
And so the days passed and the ship was taking us nearer and nearer to home.
At last the great day arrived.
What a bustle of preparation! What a mass of emotion! We were all on deck to catch the first glimpse of the white cliffs.
And at last I saw my parents and those of Morwenna eagerly scanning the passengers as they disembarked. Then the cry of joy and my parents side by side staring at me in wonder for there was I with their granddaughter in my arms.
We seemed to be in a huddle. My father and mother were trying to embrace me at the same time; and it was happening like that with Morwenna. Justin stood by smiling.
“My dearest child,” cried my mother. “Oh … Angelet …” There were tears in her eyes. “And this is Rebecca. Oh, what a beautiful child! She is just like you were. Look, Rolf …”
They were both ecstatic.
“Thank God you’ve come home,” said my father.
We were all going to London first to spend a few days there before returning to Cador.
“Everyone in London wants to see you,” said my mother, “so that has all been arranged. Let me take the baby, Angelet. My goodness, you are thin. We’ll have to remedy that.”
My father took the light luggage. The rest was to be sent direct to Cornwall.
And so we arrived in London.
We stayed at the house in the square which was the most convenient. The whole family was there to greet us—Uncle Peter and Aunt Amaryllis, Matthew and Helena with Geoffrey and Peterkin and Frances: Grace Hume came too.
They all kissed me fondly and marveled at the baby.
“I hope you don’t mind my intrusion at this very special occasion,” said Grace. “But everyone is so kind to me that I really feel I am one of the family.”
“It is wonderful to see you, Grace,” I said.
“You must come and stay with us in Cornwall now that Angelet is home,” added my mother.
Amaryllis was cooing over the babies. They were being put together in the old nursery and the servants were vying with each other for the privilege of looking after them.
To sleep in a luxurious bed, to eat graciously, to be back in this world of ease and comfort, was wonderful. But one soon grew accustomed to such things and the dull ache returned.
I thought of Gervaise … dead, and Ben far away … and I felt incredibly lonely.
During the days we were in London my mother was very concerned for me.
She said: “Do you want to talk about it? My poor darling, it must have been terrible for you. He was so very noble. There was a piece in the papers about it. When he heard what had happened Uncle Peter arranged that.” She smiled ruefully. “You know how he likes to squeeze a little advantage out of everything that happens.”
I could visualize the caption: “Relative of Matthew Hume in valiant rescue. The hero who lost his life saving a friend is related to Matthew Hume, the well-known politician …” And I could imagine his thought: This will be worth a few votes.
I said I could talk about it.
“If only you had never gone out there,” said my mother.
“Gervaise wanted it.”
“Yes … I heard about the debts.”
“He thought if he found gold he would pay it all back.”
“Gambling, wasn’t it? So many young men fall foul of that. They have to learn their lesson.”
I did not tell her that Gervaise would never have learned the lesson. He was a born gambler and would have remained so. I wanted her to keep the picture of the gallant hero.
“And he never saw Rebecca!”
“No. But he knew she was coming.”
“Poor Gervaise. My dearest, you will get over it. You are young. At the time these things happen they seem overwhelming.”
“Yes,” I agreed. “I have to get over it.”
“And you have the adorable Rebecca. We are going to take you home. We’re going to take care of you. I don’t know whether you will want to stay in Cornwall … but you need time to sort things out. You have the house here … the one you had when you married.”
“It’s not mine really,” I said. “Uncle Peter has it as a security against the money he lent to Gervaise so that he could pay his debts and go to Australia. That house will belong to Uncle Peter now.”
“He has told us about this and has said that he will waive the debts and the house should be yours when you returned.”
“Oh no … the debts should be paid … to him.”
“Well, your father wouldn’t have it. He has insisted on paying Peter what was owed to him and the house is now yours. You need have no qualms because it is part of the money which would have been yours in any case. But it was generous of Peter to offer. He is a strange man. He has always been kind to me. My mother hated him. There are shady aspects of his life, but he has good points.”
“Most people have two sides to their natures. No one is entirely good … no one entirely bad, it seems to me.”
“Perhaps so. I thought you would like to know about the house. I think Morwenna will probably be coming to Cornwall. The Pencarrons have been talking to us about the future. They have been so wretched … missing Morwenna so much, Mr. Pencarron will make a very tempting offer to keep Justin down there.”
“You mean to work with him?”
“After all, it seems sensible. All they have will pass to Morwenna one day and that will mean Justin. I am sure Mr. Pencarron wants it all for the generations to come and young Pedrek to take over in due course. That’s the sort of man he is. I thought it would be nice for you to have Morwenna near. It will be like old times. Oh, Angelet, I am so happy to have you back. It is desperately sad that Gervaise is not with you … but let’s be thankful for what we have.”
Thankful for what we had! That was what I intended to be.
Morwenna told me that Justin had agreed to go to Cornwall and work for her father.
“It has made me so happy,” she said. “I hated being away from Pa and Mother … and they adore Pedrek. It has all worked out so well for me. If only it could have for you, Angelet.”
“I’ll be all right,” I said. “I have my family around me … and wasn’t it a wonderful welcome home? And there is always Rebecca.”
So I came back to Cador.
Everything had been done to make me happy. There was my old room looking as though I had never left it.
There was a cradle in it. “I thought at first,” said my mother, “that you would like to have Rebecca with you. We’ll get busy when you like, fitting up the nursery. Several of the girls are hoping to be the one selected to look after her. I thought about getting in touch with Nanny Crossley. She was very good with you and Jack.”
“Could we have a little time for a while to think about it?” I asked. “Rebecca is very young yet. I looked after her in Australia … with the help of the local midwife at first … and with all the assistance I get here … I can manage. And later on, we’ll decide.”
“You feel unsettled as yet, I know,” said my mother. “It’s natural. Your father says you need time to settle after all you have gone through in Australia.”
My brother Jack seemed to have grown up while I was away. His welcome was no less warm, if less emotional, than that of my parents. He was now helping a great deal on the Cador estate which would one day be his.
He was very interested in Australia and asked all sorts of questions while my parents listened anxiously, afraid that so much talk would open up old wounds.
Morwenna came to Cador often and I went over to Pencarron. She was very happy. Justin was settling in and her father thought that he was quite an astute business man. Pedrek was an adorable two-year-old … a year older than Rebecca; and they played together happily.
I could not resist going to the pool. It still seemed eerie and the memory of what had happened there was as vivid as ever. I stood on the brink of those dark waters and tried to probe their mystery. All this time he had lain down there at the bottom of the pool which was said to be bottomless.
I rode along the shore to the old boathouse; I went to the town and down to the quay. Nothing seemed to have changed much. The fishing smacks were dancing on the waves; the men were gutting fish and one of the older men was sitting on the stones mending his nets. Mrs. Fenny was at her door. “Good day to ’ee, Miss Angel. So you be back, eh? And brought a little ’un with ’ee. It were a terrible thing what ’appened to that ’usband of yours. Don’t ’ee fret, me dear. ’Tis well you’m back. Going to foreign parts never done no one no good.” There was Miss Grant, crocheting away in the wool shop, coming to call a greeting as I passed. “Nice to see ’ee back, Miss Angelet.” There was old Pennyleg and his barman rolling barrels down to his cellar. “Welcome ’ome, Miss Angelet.” There were furtive looks of commiseration for the widow who had lost her young husband so tragically, and nobly.
I said to my mother, “Nothing changes in the Poldoreys. Here it seems just the same as it ever was.”
“Yes. People die and get born. … You remember old Reuben Stubbs in the cottage near Branok Pool?”
I started as I always did at the mention of that place.
“Old Reuben, of course. He was quite a character, and what of his daughter? Jenny, wasn’t it?”
“That’s what I am going to tell you. Reuben died before you were married.”
I remembered him. An unkempt old man who always seemed to be collecting the wood or beachcombing. I had always felt there was something uncanny about him. He glared at all who came near his cottage as though he feared they would take something from him. Jenny, his daughter, was what they called in these parts “pisky-mazed.”
“I was going to tell you about Jenny,” went on my mother. “She was always a little strange, remember … going round talking to herself … singing, too. If you spoke to her she’d look scared and turn away. Well, she went very strange after her father died. She lived on in the cottage. Your father said we should just leave her alone. She was harmless. She kept her place clean. She always had and after her father died it was quite sparkling. She does a little work at the farms when they want extra help. She’ll give a hand at anything. There was nothing wrong with anything she did. It was just that she was a little strange. Well, what do you think? She had a baby.”
“She married?”
“Oh no. Nobody knows who the father was. There was a man who came to do hedging and helped the farmers. He was one of those itinerant laborers … so useful at haymaking and harvest and planting and so on. He used to talk to her and she didn’t seem to be scared of him. We think it must have been this man. Well, he went off and later she had the baby. Born about the same time as Rebecca. We all wondered what would happen, but we need not have done. It changed her completely. It brought her back to normality. No mother could have cared more for a child than she did hers. The change is miraculous. Did you see her cottage when you went to the pool?”
“I … I don’t go down there very much.”
“You might see her about the town … always with the baby.”
“I’m glad she’s happy,” I said. “What was the verdict of the town? I can guess Mrs. Fenny’s.”
My mother laughed. “Sitting on the Seat of Judgment, of course. Well, that’s her way. And it doesn’t make much difference to Jenny.”
I could understand how Jenny’s life had changed. I had my own child.
The summer passed; it was autumn. Christmas came. The Pencarrons spent it with us.
My parents tried to make it a very special Christmas because I was back and there was now a new member of the family and it would be the first Christmas she was really aware of.
She was nearly two years old now. I could hardly believe it was so long since I had seen Ben. I still thought of him constantly. In fact, more than ever. There had been the excitement of coming home and being reunited with my family; and now that I had settled into this routine, memory was more acute. I had judged him harshly. He was ambitious. I had always known that. He wanted money and power. It was a very common masculine trait. He had to win. My refusal of him must have been the first real defeat he had ever suffered. I could see it all so clearly now. He was determined to fail in nothing else. His search for gold would be successful for he had already found it on another man’s land. And because of Lizzie that land was not out of reach. I could understand it all so well. I knew that I could never be really happy without him. I should always be haunted by the thought of what I had missed. I accepted what he had done for when one loved one loved for weakness as well as strength. I tried to throw myself into the Christmas spirit.
Rebecca was talking now. She called herself Becca and everyone took up the name.
It was touching to see her eyes alight with wonder when the Yule log was brought in and the house decorated with holly, box and bay. Red-faced and flustered, Mrs. Penlock was busy in the kitchen. Rebecca was a special favorite with her and the child seized every opportunity of going down to the kitchen. I did not encourage this because Mrs. Penlock could never resist popping things into Rebecca’s mouth for she had a conviction that what everyone needed was “feeding up.”
My mother and I decorated the Christmas tree with the fairy doll on top which was to be Rebecca’s and the jester in cap and bells beside her which was for Pedrek.
We still made the Christmas Bush, which had been part of the decorations before the coming of the tree. It was two wooden hoops fastened to each other at right angles and the frame was covered in evergreens and apples. It was hung up and any pair of the opposite sex meeting under it were allowed to kiss. We had mistletoe as well as the Kissing Bush in the kitchen, which I believe gave great delight to them all, and the stable men often came in to try to catch the young maids, while Mrs. Penlock looked on, purring and not objecting to a kiss for her own august self, because of the time of the year, she said.
There were the carol singers and the poor who came begging with their Christmas bowls. There was the wassail. We kept up the old Cornish customs because my father—though he himself was not Cornish—took a great interest in the old Celtic ways, and as a matter of fact knew far more about the ancient laws of the Duchy than the Cornish themselves.
He encouraged the Guise Dancers because they had existed before the coming of Christianity, and consequently we had dancers in the neighborhood who visited all the big houses in turns and gave performances during the year. The children clapped their hands with glee to watch them and to see the conflict between St. George and the dragon.
In the morning we went to church and came home to the traditional goose and plum pudding; the tree was stripped of its gifts and there was something for everyone. It was wonderful because of the children and I had rarely seen such contentment as that on the faces of the Pencarron parents and their daughter.
Justin was, as they said, “settling in,” but I guessed it was not easy for him to fit in with the quiet country life. It was expecting too much. Gervaise could never have done it. I hoped fervently that it would always remain as it was now for Morwenna and her parents.
When the children, exhausted by the joys of Christmas, could no longer keep their eyes open they went to bed and Rebecca’s last words before she fell into a deep sleep were: “Mama, may we have Christmas tomorrow?” And I knew that it had been a success.
So the time passed.
During the winter Jenny Stubbs’s baby died. It was a calamity which touched the whole neighborhood. Even Mrs. Fenny was sorry. It always amazed me how people who deprecated others, largely because they were not like themselves, and have little sympathy with their minor predicaments, will suddenly change when real tragedy strikes. Everyone was sorry for Jenny Stubbs. It was so tragic. Her baby had developed a sore throat and in a few days was dead.
Poor Jenny! She was dazed and heartbroken. My mother went to the cottage with a basket of special food for her and to offer comfort.
She took me with her.
Jenny seemed hardly aware of us. Because of Rebecca I could feel deeply, especially deeply for her in her sorrow. I wished I could do something to help her.
She changed after that; the new sensible Jenny retreated; the poor dazed creature emerged. It was very sad. Everyone tried to help. Those for whom she had worked offered her more work. They wanted her to know how they sympathized with her.
“She’ll get over it,” said Mrs. Penlock. “It takes time.”
Mrs. Fenny thought it was the wages of sin. “When all’s said and done she was born out of wedlock and that ain’t going to please the Lord.”
I felt so angry with her that I retorted: “Perhaps He was pleased to see the difference the child made to Jenny.”
She gave me one of her sour looks and I knew she would tell the next person who came along that that Miss Angelet should never have gone to foreign parts because if people live among heathens they start to take after them.
There was nothing we could do to help poor Jenny over her sorrow; but everyone continued to be gentle with her and whenever she appeared would call a greeting to her, as they had never done before.
It was spring, the best time of the year in the Duchy where the land is caressed by the south-west wind bringing the warm rain from the mighty Atlantic Ocean. Flowers were blooming in abundance—bright yellow celandines, golden dandelions, pink crane’s bill and purple ground ivy. The woods were full of color; the songs of the blackbirds and thrushes filled the air; and the wind which blew off the sea was fresh and invigorating.
Time was passing. Was I becoming reconciled? How often were my thoughts in that shanty township? Winter would be coming on now. I thought of Mr. and Mrs. Bowles in their store. How many babies had been born? I thought of the graveyard. Gervaise and David Skelling lying not very far from each other. I tried to shut out the memory of Golden Hall. How had they spent Christmas? How was Ben faring? How was his marriage? Was the mine as profitable as ever? It must be or he would have come back. I could not believe that he was happy. How could he be? He was a man who liked lively conversation. He had always enjoyed discussion. There were one or two educated men in the township to whom he could talk. But Lizzie? Lizzie was gentle and kind and loving … but could she give him what he wanted? Perhaps she could. Perhaps a dominating man like Ben was happiest with a docile wife.
And so my thoughts went on. I tried to forget, but although I was in Cador where everything was done to make me happy, and although I had a beloved daughter with me, still I hankered for a crude Australian township … for the dust, for the dirt, for the flies … and the discomforts of a two-roomed shack.
You must be crazy, I said to myself.
Then I would play with Rebecca; we would walk in the gardens; I would listen to her amusing comments; I would talk with my mother and father. I read a great deal. My father was making me more interested in the distant past, the history of the Duchy and its quaint customs; he had done quite a lot of research on these subjects and we had some lively discussions. I should be happy.
It was April when there was a letter from Grace. It was so long since she had seen us. Might she come and visit us for a few weeks.
My mother replied enthusiastically that we should be delighted to see her.
Aunt Amaryllis was a constant letter writer and she kept us up to date with what was going on in London. Her letters were usually full of Uncle Peter’s clever projects and Matthew’s wonderful performance in the House and what good work Peterkin and Frances were doing at the Mission.
So we had learned that Grace gave quite a lot of parties in her house. True, it was not very large but people seemed to find that amusing. Grace was invited out frequently and Peter made sure she was always at their parties. “Peter says she is a born hostess,” wrote Aunt Amaryllis. “He feels that she ought to get married again. After all it is a long time since Jonnie died. One cannot go on grieving forever. Sometimes I think Grace herself would like to marry. Perhaps one day some nice man will come along.”
I said: “Do you think Aunt Amaryllis is doing a little matchmaking?”
“That could well be,” answered my mother.
Grace arrived. She had always had a look of distinction although she was not what could be called handsome, beautiful or even pretty. But she was certainly soignée and elegant.
Jack drove to the station to meet her and I was with him.
She was effusively affectionate.
“It is just wonderful to see you, Angelet,” she said. “And I can’t wait to see Rebecca.”
“She calls herself Becca,” I told her. “I suppose Rebecca was a little difficult for her to pronounce.”
“Becca. I like that. It is more unusual. I expect your child to be unusual, Angelet. You are rather, yourself, you know.”
“If that is a compliment, thanks.”
“It is wonderful to be here again. I shall never forget all that your family have done for me.”
“It is your family now,” I said. “You married into it and before that you seemed to be a member of it.”
“It’s like coming home.”
My mother greeted her with pleasure.
“Do you remember how you used to make our dresses? I shall be tempted to make use of you while you are here.”
“I should love that,” declared Grace. “It would make me feel so much at home.”
“You must feel that all the time,” said my mother.
Grace was impressed with Rebecca’s beauty, charm and intelligence, which endeared her further to me. Rebecca liked her, too.
It was wonderful to have news from London.
“In our circle,” she told us, “it is politics all the time. There was a great to-do when Palmerston died. We never thought he’d go. There he was past eighty … and no one would have guessed it. He was jaunty till the end. People used to pause outside Cambridge House in Piccadilly to see him come out in his natty clothes and ride his gray horse out to the Row. The people all loved the old sinner. He always had an eye for the women right till the last. It was just the sort of thing to appeal to them. He was Good Old Pam to the end. He remained witty and when he was dying he was supposed to have said, ‘Die? Me? That’s the last thing I shall do!’ The Queen was upset, though he was never a favorite of hers. John Russell had to step in … but not for long. Once Pam had gone the Liberals were out of favor and Lord Derby is back now. That is good for Matthew, of course.”
“Politics,” said my mother, “is an uneasy game. One is in one day and out the next.”
“That is what makes it so exciting,” said Grace.
“We hear quite a bit … even down here … of Benjamin Disraeli.”
“Oh yes, the coming man,” said Grace. “Perhaps not coming though. He’s arrived. We shall be hearing a great deal about him. He has somehow managed to charm the Queen which is amazing. One would hardly have thought she would have approved of those dyed greasy black curls.”
“The Prince Consort would have been most displeased I imagine,” I said.
“How is she getting on after his death?” asked my father.
I saw my mother flash a glance at him. She meant, Don’t talk of dead husbands in front of Angelet.
He saw the point at once and looked abashed:
“It seems that she revels in her mourning,” said Grace and changed the subject.
Rebecca had shown a fondness for one of the parlormaids. She was young and quite clearly had a way with children. Her name was Annie.
My mother had said that she thought Annie might help to look after Rebecca until we came to a decision about a nanny. We had not yet asked Nanny Crossley to return. I remembered her—excellent at her job but a little domineering in the nursery; and I wanted no one to take my daughter from me.
It seemed, therefore, an ideal arrangement that Annie should help, particularly as Rebecca had taken a fancy to her.
I shall never forget that afternoon. During it I experienced some of the most harrowing hours I have ever known.
Grace and I had gone for a ride. Grace wanted to go up to the moors. It was beautiful up there at this time of the year. The gorse was plentiful and the air so pure.
Annie was looking after Rebecca and had said she would take her for a little walk.
When Grace and I returned to the house it was to find it in a tumult. When I heard what had happened, I was cold with fear. Rebecca was lost.
“Lost!” I screamed. “What do you mean?”
Annie was in tears. They had been walking along laughing and talking when Annie suddenly tripped over a stone. She had gone down flat on her head. She showed us her arms which were grazed and had bled a little.
“It knocked me out for a bit,” she said, “and when I come to … she’d gone.”
“Where?” I cried.
My mother put her arm round me. “They’re out looking for her. She can’t have gone far.”
“How long ago did this happen?”
“An hour or so …”
“Where? Where?”
“Along the road … not far from Cherry Cottage.”
“They are looking there,” said my mother. “They are looking everywhere.”
Grace said: “We will go and look. Come on, Angelet. She can’t have wandered far.”
“All alone! She’s only a baby.”
“She’s very bright. She’ll probably find her way home.”
“That’s what we thought,” said my mother. “That’s why I’m waiting here.”
“Come along,” said Grace.
“Yes, you go,” added my mother. “She’ll be here soon … Don’t worry.”
We rode off towards Cherry Cottage. On the way I saw my father. He gave me a look of despair. I felt sick with fear.
“We’re going on,” I said.
“We have been up there. No sign …”
“Nevermind,” said Grace. “We’ll look again.”
So we went on and with every moment my fear increased. Hundreds of images crowded into my mind. Where could she have gone? She had never been told not to wander off, simply because she had never been out on her own.
Suppose someone had taken her. Gypsies? There were none in the neighborhood. And then the fear struck me. The pool!
I said to Grace: “Turn here.”
“Where are you going?”
I murmured, “The pool …”
“The pool!” she echoed and I heard the fear in her voice.
She did not speak. My horse broke into a canter. We had turned off the road and there was the pool … glittering, evil. I walked my horse down to the edge and there, as though mocking me, was a little blue silk bag. It was on a gilt frame and had a chain handle. I recognized it. It had been one of the presents on the Christmas tree. Rebecca had received it and she took it everywhere with her.
I cannot describe my terror as I held that little purse in my hands.
I looked at the pool. It was retribution, I thought hysterically. We had hidden the body of the man here … and now it had taken my child.
I think I would have waded in, but Grace restrained me.
“What’s this?” she said.
“It’s Rebecca’s purse.”
“Are you sure?”
I nodded. “I know it well. It can only mean …”
I looked at those dark sinister waters.
Grace said: “Let’s get back to the house quickly. We’ll tell them what we’ve found.”
“Becca,” I called senselessly. “Come to me, Becca.”
My voice echoed mockingly it seemed through the willows which hung over the pool … the weeping willows, I thought, weeping for Rebecca.
But Grace was right. There was nothing we could do. We must get help. They could drag the pool, but whatever they did it would be too late.
I was dazed. I heard Grace explaining. There was consternation. My father went off, several of the men with him. I heard them talking. They were going to drag the pool.
Night came. They were out there. I was there, my mother and Grace beside me. I shall never forget the sight of their faces in the torch light—devoid of hope.
I was conscious of a great heaviness of heart. Somewhere in my mind I thought, Will they find her? How can we be sure? But they will find him.
They did not find Rebecca; but there was a result of that operation. On a ledge just below the water they found a man’s gold watch and chain. There were threads of cloth clinging to it. They also found the remains of a man. He had been too long in the water for him to be identified; but officials came and what was left of him was taken away, with the watch which seemed to have aroused some interest.
I was only half aware of this. I was thinking of my child. There was a hope. At least she was not drowned.
My mother’s arms were about me. Grace was at my side looking at me pityingly.
“She’ll come back,” said my mother.
“She could have wandered off and fallen asleep somewhere.”
The thought of her alone and frightened, perhaps unable to find her way home, was terrible, but less so than that she should be lying at the bottom of that treacherous pool.
I could not stay in the house. I had to go out searching; and inevitably it seemed my footsteps led me to the pool. Grace insisted on coming with me.
“She must have come here,” I said. “We found her purse. Becca!” I called and my voice echoed back to me on the silent air.
And then I heard it. It was distinctly the sound of bells and they appeared to be coming from the pool. I must be dreaming. They heralded disaster and I could only think of my child.
I looked at Grace. She had heard them too. She was looking about her, startled. Then suddenly she darted away from me; she had run round the side of the pool towards a clump of bushes. I heard her shout. She was dragging someone with her. It was Jenny Stubbs. In her hand was a child’s toy … two bells on a stick to be shaken in order to make them ring.
Grace called: “Here are the bells.”
Jenny tried to run away but Grace held her firmly.
I went over and said: “So it is you who have been playing tricks with the bells, Jenny.”
She looked at me from under her lids. “My dad never got caught, he didn’t. He played ’em when people came round and he didn’t want them there.”
Grace had taken the toy from Jenny.
She shook the stick. “So much for the Bells of St Branok,” she said.
“Why did you want to drive us away, Jenny?” I asked.
“There’s been a lot of them here …” she said. “All round the pool … And now you’ve come … I thought you’d come to take her away from me.”
My heart leaped in sudden hope.
“Take her, Jenny? Whom did you think we should take?”
“Her. Daisy.”
“Your little girl.”
She nodded. “She came back.”
“Where is she?” I asked breathlessly.
She looked crafty.
I did not wait for more. I started to run towards her cottage. The door was locked. I banged on it. I heard the footsteps of a child and relief flooded over me for I knew whose they were.
“Becca!” I shouted.
“Mama. Mama. I want to come home. I don’t want to be here anymore.”
I said: “Open the door, Jenny. Give me the key.”
She was docile now. She handed it to me. I opened the door and Rebecca was in my arms.
We had a rather disjointed story from Rebecca. When Annie sat down in the road she walked on. She saw Jenny and Jenny took her hand and said she would take her home. She said she was Daisy and not Becca and her home wasn’t where home was. It was somewhere else.
She had not been frightened. Jenny was nice. She gave her milk and said she must lie in the bed with Jenny. She hadn’t minded until she didn’t want to play that game any more.
Everyone joined in the rejoicing but my mother and I were very sorry for Jenny.
“Poor girl,” said my mother. “She wouldn’t have harmed the child. She thought she had found her daughter. She is very sick really. I am going to ask the Grendalls to keep her there for a bit. Mrs. Grendall is a good sort and Jenny has worked quite a bit for her. I’ll go along to see her. That poor creature is in a daze.”
The Grendalls were tenant formers on the Cador estate—good, honest, hard-working people and we were sure they would help.
“She couldn’t be in better hands,” said my mother. “She mustn’t be reproached for what she has done. She meant no harm and she cared well for Rebecca all the time she was with her. She needs to be treated very gently.”
That night I had Rebecca’s little bed brought into my room. She had suffered no harm from her adventure but she wanted to be close to me; and I wanted her there so that I could reassure myself through the night that she was safe and well.
The Bodmin newspapers were full of the discovery at the pool.
The watch and chain which had been found bore initials on it: M.D. and W.B. They were not engraved but appeared to have been scratched on. Readers would be reminded of a case some years ago. A man had been on trial for a particularly dastardly murder; he had sexually assaulted and murdered a young girl. He had been about to stand trial when he had escaped from jail. He had been traced to the Poldoreys area and although there had been an extensive search he had never been found. At length it had been assumed that he had escaped from the country.
He had been in the water so long that it was not easy to identify the body but certain evidence pointed to the fact that it could have been he. The watch bore the initials M.D. His name was Mervyn Duncarry. Those of W.B. might well belong to someone for whom he had a sentimental attachment. It was difficult to imagine how an escaped prisoner could have had such a watch. He certainly would not have been wearing it in prison; but his prison clothes had been discovered on Bodmin Moor so it seemed obvious that he had had help from somewhere. It could have been said that he had stolen the clothes and the watch with them and perhaps scratched on it the initials of himself and this person. The police were reading it as a clue to his identity. It could have been caught in the rocky ledge when he fell into the pool and so remained there near the surface. It was a mystery; but the police were almost convinced that the man discovered in St Branok Pool was Mervyn Duncarry—though they were not closing the files on the murder case yet.
Grace looked rather shaken, I thought. I guessed she was thinking of Rebecca wandering out on her own when there were such people in the world.
A few days later when we were riding together she wanted to go down to the shore. We galloped along the beach to the boathouse. She paused there and said: “Let’s tie up the horses and walk a little.”
We did and as we went along she said: “I can’t help thinking of that man in the pool.”
I did not want to speak of him. I had not been able to get him out of my mind since the discovery in the pool.
I said: “I don’t think we should be back too late. I really don’t entirely trust Annie with Rebecca.”
“She’s bound to be doubly careful now. The others are very watchful. Are you thinking about that man? I remember so well when it happened. There was a young man staying here.”
“Ben … you mean?”
“Yes, Ben. Do you remember you had a ring …?”
“Yes,” I said faintly.
“There were initials on it. M.D. and there were two more besides.”
“I think it was W.B.”
“They were on the watch,” she said. “You found the ring, didn’t you?”
I nodded.
“Where, Angelet?”
“It … it was when I had my accident.”
“On the beach here … near the boathouse?”
I did not speak.
“It’s odd,” she said. “The watch was in the pool and the ring … here by the boathouse. Why did he come here and lose his ring and then go and drown himself in the pool? What do you make of it, Angelet?”
“It’s very mysterious.”
“Show me the spot where you found the ring.”
“I can’t remember … quite. Grace, we must go back.”
She laid a hand on my arm. “Angelet.” Her grip was very firm and her eyes looked straight into mine. “You know something … don’t you?”
“What do you mean? Know what?”
“Something about this man. You remember. You had an accident. You were on the beach. You found the ring …”
“It’s so long ago. I don’t remember.”
“Angelet, I think you do remember. It wasn’t like that, was it?”
I felt trapped and again there came that impulse which I had had with Gervaise, to talk and explain.
I heard myself saying: “No, it wasn’t like that.”
“You’ve always felt something about the pool, haven’t you?”
“How did you know?”
“I’ve watched you. Something happens when it’s mentioned. What is it about the pool? Did you know they would find him?”
“Yes,” I cried. “I did know … because …”
She came closer; her eyes were glittering with curiosity; she kept a firm grip on my arm.
“Tell me about it. Tell me, Angelet. It will help you to tell.”
I closed my eyes and saw it all. “We shouldn’t have done it,” I said. “We should have called people. Let them know that he was dead.”
“Dead? Who?”
“That man. That murderer.”
“You saw him?”
“Yes, I saw him. He was going to do to me what he had done to that other girl. Ben came in time … and they fought. He fell and knocked his head on that bit of wall. You could not see it very much before it was excavated. It was just a sharp piece of flint sticking up in the grass. He cut his head on it. It killed him. Ben and I threw him into the pool.”
She was staring at me. I hardly recognized her, her eyes were brilliant in her very pale face.
“And the ring?” she said.
“It was by the pool. I picked it up without thinking. I put it in the drawer. I didn’t remember putting it there. I didn’t think it was his ring. Then you said you liked it and I gave it to you.”
“I see,” said Grace slowly. “And all the time they were hunting for him you knew he was lying at the bottom of the pool.”
I did not speak.
“I can see clearly how it happened,” she said. “Who else knows? Have you told anyone?”
“Only Gervaise.”
“Gervaise,” she said slowly.
“Grace, do you think we were wrong?”
“I think you should not have tried to hide the body.”
“I believe that to be so now. Then it seemed the best thing. We were afraid there would be trouble. We thought they would say we killed him … and it was rather like what happened to my grandfather. You know, he killed a man who was attempting to assault a girl. It was called manslaughter and he was sent to Australia as a convict for seven years.”
“That was a long time ago.”
“Not so very long. Perhaps we were impulsive. We didn’t know what would be best. He was dead and he would have been hanged anyway. We told ourselves that it was better for him to die the way he did.”
“But it has been on your conscience, hasn’t it? All these years?”
“It’s something you never forget. I’m glad I’ve told you, Grace.”
“Yes, I am, too.”
As we rode home neither of us said very much. We were both thinking of the man who for all those years had lain at the bottom of St Branok Pool.
Grace went back to London. I missed her very much. I was beginning to feel restive. I felt as though I were lying in a great feather bed, overprotected. I think at times my parents forgot I was no longer a child. I was sinking deeper and deeper into a sort of limbo where everyone contrived to stop anything ever happening to me in case it should be harmful. They forgot I had been married; I had traveled to Australia and lived a very unconventional life there. I found it hard to settle down to the quiet life of an English country gentlewoman in a remote corner of England—even though it was the home of my childhood.
My mother knew how I was feeling. I was sure that there were long consultations between her and my father. There were several dinner parties to which young men were invited—or rather they were not very young and most of them I had known since childhood. I knew what they were trying to do. They felt I should marry again and they were trying to find a suitable husband for me.
I did imply that I did not want a husband, and if I did I should prefer to find my own; they knew I saw through their little ruses. Their great desire was for my happiness, but I felt restricted, shut in, with too much loving care. I wished I could have told them about Ben and my feelings for him. But there seemed no one to whom I could talk of that.
One day Mrs. Pencarron came over to tea. She liked to visit us and did so fairly frequently. Then, of course, we were invited to dinner parties at Pencarron Manor and they came to us at Cador.
Morwenna and the Pencarrons were in the conspiracy which was to find a husband for Angelet. I was half amused, half impatient with them.
On this occasion Mrs. Pencarron had news.
Sitting in the drawing room, slowly stirring her tea, she said, “We’ve been talking … Josiah and I … It’s about Justin.”
“Oh?” said my mother.
I was alert. I thought: What has he been doing? I had visions of a card table in the Pencarron drawing room. They never played cards by the way. But I imagined Justin, red-faced and guilty with the ace of hearts up his sleeve.
“He’s a very good young man … very clever,” said Mrs. Pencarron. “We’re so grateful to him. He’s made our Morwenna so happy.”
“She is certainly that,” agreed my mother.
“He truly loves her and he adores young Pedrek.”
“Well, Pedrek is a charming little fellow. Our Rebecca dotes on him and she has very good taste.”
Mrs. Pencarron smiled. “I was all against it at the first. So was Josiah really. But he said we mustn’t be selfish and he’s right really. For a long time … before Morwenna’s marriage … he said we ought to have an office in London. From the point of view of business it would be a good thing … marketing and export and things like that … which Jos says is too much to be done down here. So he’s thinking of opening up this office and putting Justin in charge of it. He’s told Justin … in a vague sort of way. You see, they could go to London … after all, though it is a long way from here … there’s the railways and everything. And Justin says how they could come down here often and perhaps we could have little Pedrek here from time to time, for they’d be very busy in London and the country air would be good for him. It’s going to be a bit of a wrench. But it’ll be good for business … and now there’s someone in the family who could take on this office.”
“I see,” said my mother. “We shall miss Morwenna, shan’t we, Angelet?”
She was looking at me intently; and after Mrs. Pencarron left she said: “I believe you are envying Morwenna … going to London.”
“Justin will be pleased,” I said.
My mother made no other comment on that occasion, but I knew she and my father had many discussions, and I began to guess what was in their minds.
At length it came. “Angelet, I think you would like to go to London. You must find it a little dull here.”
“Of course not. It’s just that …”
“I know.” She was thinking of Gervaise. “It was a tragic thing that happened to you, darling. And you so newly married. It has been a great worry to us. But you know your father and I want the best for you and we have both come to the conclusion that if you felt you would like a little stay in London we wouldn’t want you to think about leaving us. You have the house there. There are Uncle Peter and Aunt Amaryllis and Helen and Matthew. … Well, the family.”
I felt my spirits lift a little. It would be a change and there was always an element of excitement in that.
My mother, who was quick to notice my moods, realized this.
“That’s settled then,” she said. “You could go up with Morwenna and Justin. I’ll write to Amaryllis. I expect you could stay with them until you get settled into your own house. Would you like to take Annie with you for Rebecca? We shall miss you very much but we’ll come and visit you and you’ll come back here.”
I put my arms round her and hugged her. “You are so good to me,” I said.
She laughed and replied: “What else did you expect? There is nothing your father and I … and Jack … want so much as to see you happy again.”
Morwenna came over. She was so pleased because I was going with them.
“I wasn’t looking forward to it, Angelet,” she told me. “I love it here. And I think the country air is so good for Pedrek.”
“There are wonderful parks in London,” I reminded her.
“Yes … but it’s not the same. On the other hand, Justin is so pleased. He’s not really a country man. It’s an excellent idea … this office in London, you know.”
Dear Morwenna. She was disturbed; she wanted to go on with the easy country life just as much as I wanted to escape from it. However, there was no doubt that she felt relieved because I should be with them.
A few days before we left there was a letter from Amaryllis:
I am so looking forward to seeing Angelet and dear little Rebecca … Morwenna and Justin, too, of course. It will be lovely to have them close. We are having her house made ready for Angelet but of course she must stay here as long as she likes … as she must know.
What do you think? Ben has come home. He is very rich now. Peter is so amused … and I think proud of him. He said he wouldn’t come home until he struck gold and my goodness, he has kept his word. Peter says you can trust Ben to do everything in a big way. He’s sold the mine now. I think he has probably had the best from it and he intends to stay at home! “No more roaming,” he says. “I’ve had enough.” He has bought a beautiful house, not far from this one—but his is more grand. There will be a lot of entertaining done, for what do you think? He is going in for politics. Peter thinks that is highly amusing. I wish they were on the same side. You know Peter supports the Conservatives and Matthew is a highly respected member of government in that party when it is in power. Ben is ranging himself with the Liberals. We have some lively conversation here as you can imagine. I must say it has all been very exciting since he came back. Ben is that sort of person. One can’t be dull in his company.
I am rather sorry for his poor little wife. Dear Lizzie, she is such a pleasant creature … so good really, but not in the least suited to all this. She is a little simple. I don’t think she can be very happy although she adores Ben and is very proud of him. But how she’ll stand up to what he’s planning, I don’t know. Helena will tell you what it is like being a parliamentary wife. But Helena has managed to throw herself into it … and Peter of course has done a great deal to further Matthew’s career. He would of course for Ben but it will be difficult their being on opposite sides of the fence as it were.
One thing I’m glad of is that Grace has taken to Lizzie and Lizzie to her. It’s a very good thing. Grace has made herself into a sort of chaperone … helps her choose her clothes and things, bolsters her up. In fact, I think she is making herself invaluable to both Lizzie and Ben. I think Ben is grateful to her. It’s good for Grace, too. I think she is a little lonely sometimes. It has always been my opinion that she would like to marry again. After all, it is so long since Jonnie died. She has mourned long enough. But no one has turned up yet. So this looking after Lizzie has been a blessing to Grace as well as to Lizzie herself.
I am so looking forward to seeing Angelet and Rebecca.
My love to you all.
While my mother was reading the letter I was thinking of Ben … back in London, his mission accomplished.
I was a little apprehensive at the prospect of seeing him again but that feeling was quickly suppressed by an immense excitement.
Arriving in London we went first to the house in the square where we were greeted warmly by Aunt Amaryllis. Rebecca and Pedrek were duly admired and put to bed in the old nursery. There were two little beds, side by side for Amaryllis thought that as they were in a strange house they should be together in case they woke up in the night and were frightened.
We had brought Annie with us and Morwenna had May, Pedrek’s nursemaid. They would probably go back to Cornwall in due course when the nannies were engaged.
Justin and Morwenna were staying for the night. I was to remain until I was ready to go into my house.
It was wonderful to see them all and I was feeling better already. Helena and Matthew arrived with Geoffrey; Peterkin and Frances came too, and just as we were going in to dinner Ben came with Lizzie.
As soon as I saw him, looking taller and extremely healthy, his eyes against his bronzed skin even more blue than I remembered, I told myself that, knowing he was here, I should not have come. In Cornwall I had tried to put him out of my mind; but I should be quite unable to here.
“Angel,” he said. “How marvelous to see you!”
“Thank you, Ben. And Lizzie, too! It is good to see you, Lizzie.”
She smiled at me shyly and I kissed her.
“I did not expect you to be home so soon,” I said.
“I intended to come at the first possible moment,” he answered.
“Aunt Amaryllis did tell us that you would be here.”
“So you decided to come and take a look at me?”
“Well, actually I had already decided to come. It was only a few days ago that I heard you were here.”
“Well, here we are together at last.”
We went in to dinner. Uncle Peter, a little more silvery at the temples, but as distinguished as ever and looking extremely young for his years, was at the head of the table, beaming at us all; Aunt Amaryllis with her gentle unlined face at the other.
“So you are going to set up an office here,” said Uncle Peter to Justin.
“Yes,” replied Justin. “I shall get busy tomorrow.”
“I can introduce you to a few people who might be useful.”
Dear Uncle Peter, someone had once said he had a finger in every pie, and that was true. I thought of what he had done for Gervaise and me and even if he was a wicked old sinner, I was fond of him. I was sure he would be of considerable help to Justin and if ever he discovered Justin’s weakness he would not be censorious. One of the most lovable things about sinners like Uncle Peter was that they were lenient with other people’s foibles.
Peterkin and Frances talked a little about their Mission, and Geoffrey about the law which was going to be his profession; but the conversation was dominated by Uncle Peter and Ben, and politics was the chief topic.
I was very interested to hear them. Matthew had slavishly agreed with his father-in-law; Ben had no intention of agreeing with his grandfather. They were on opposing sides. Uncle Peter extolled the virtues of Disraeli who had just become Prime Minister on the retirement from office of Lord Derby. But William Gladstone was the man to whom Ben was hitching his wagon.
“Disraeli may have the ear of the Queen,” Ben was saying. “But Gladstone is the strong man. He will be Prime Minister, mark my words, and before long. And then he will be with us for a long time. Who is this man, Disraeli?”
“The cleverest politician on the scene at this moment,” retorted Uncle Peter. “The Queen realizes this and gives him her support.”
“But the government of this country does not rest with the Queen. It is an elected government and it is the people who decide. They’ll stand solid behind a strong man like Gladstone—not a fly-by-night like Disraeli.”
“This new Reform Bill will put nearly a million voters on the roll. Gladstone’s bill would have had only half that number.”
“Then,” said Ben, “we must see that the new voters vote for us.”
“No,” cried Uncle Peter. “We shall see that they vote for us.”
And so they went on, fiercely arguing, but with the utmost respect for each other throughout.
I found it stimulating … even on that first day and when I lay in bed that night I was still thinking of Ben in his splendid house with Lizzie who had hardly spoken a word throughout the entire evening; and I did wonder what the future would hold.
Within a week I was settled in my house. Amaryllis and Helena helped me choose a few servants and there was a nanny to help with Rebecca. My daughter was enchanted by London. She loved the parks. Rebecca had great charm. She believed that everyone loved her and consequently she loved everybody; she enjoyed life and could not help sharing that enjoyment. Each day I thanked God for her. She was remarkably like Gervaise; she had his nature, too, which had been a delightful one flawed only by that obsession which I was determined to see never took possession of Rebecca.
Morwenna, too, had settled in. Justin was happy and that was good enough for her; and the children were always eager to see each other.
One day, very soon after I had settled in, Ben came to see me. It was mid-morning, Annie had taken Rebecca to Morwenna’s house. She was going to spend the morning with Pedrek; and as I had planned to do some shopping, I was almost ready to go when Maggie, my new maid, came to tell me a gentleman had called to see me.
“Did he give his name?” I asked.
“Yes, Madam. Mr. Lansdon.”
I expected to see Uncle Peter.
“Ben!” I gasped.
“Well, don’t look so surprised. You knew I’d come to see you. It is wonderful that you are here.”
“Why?”
“What a question! Because what I want more than anything is to see you, is the answer.”
“Would you like some refreshment? Tea? Coffee? Wine?”
“No, thanks. To see you is refreshment enough for me.”
I laughed with an attempt at lightness.
“So the gold ran out and you came back.”
“I never intended to stay. No, it has not run out. There is a certain amount left.”
“But all the certainty has gone. Now it is more or less like any of the others, I suppose.”
“Better than that. I’ve left some for the others.”
“And sold at a good price?”
“A price the buyer thought it worth paying. But I didn’t come here to talk business.”
“What did you come to talk?”
“I just wanted to be with you.”
As he approached me I stepped back. “Nothing has changed,” I said.
“No, I suppose not,” he answered ruefully. “I have missed you so much. I think of you constantly. You remembered me perhaps?”
“There has been a lot to think of.”
“And now we are both in London.”
“I did not know you were here until I had made my plans to come.”
“Would it have made any difference if you had known before?”
“I don’t know.”
“Let’s stop talking around all this, shall we? I love you, Angel. I have from the first. When you were a little girl … Oh why were you only nine years old when we first met? If only it could have been different.”
“What are you complaining of? You got your mine. If you had married me, you wouldn’t have had that.”
“I know. You should have come to me before. … We would have come home. Gervaise would have divorced you …”
“You are very glib about other people’s divorces.”
“I know now,” he said, “that being with you, loving you … would have been more important to me than anything.”
“More so than the gold mine?”
“Yes. I’d have found some other way to fortune … just as my grandfather did. I am very like him. We think alike.”
“In politics?”
“Yes, in politics. It doesn’t matter if we are on different sides, I don’t mean opinions. I mean aims … the way we set about everything. There is no doubt that I am his grandson. And about us, Angel. Things haven’t worked out as we wanted them to. We were both in the wrong place when we should have been together. That’s how life goes. But if you don’t get exactly what you want you have to take something.”
“What are you suggesting?”
“That we love each other. We are here. It can’t be quite as we wished … but why shouldn’t we have something?”
“You mean some clandestine love affair?”
“I mean … something. We can’t just give everything up … because one of us isn’t free. First it was you … and now I am the one.”
“And Lizzie?”
“Ah, Lizzie. She is a good girl and very innocent. I could never leave Lizzie. I feel I have a duty to her. I have promised her father that I will always care for her. She needs care.”
“Your promise was a part of the price you paid for your gold mine.”
“Do you remember long ago … when we were on the moor together and you told me the story of the men in the tin mine who found gold? Those little people showed it them and the men made a bargain always to leave part of their findings to them? And they did?”
“Yes, I remember. It’s a well-known legend.”
“And when the sons failed … the gold failed, too.”
“Are you afraid that if you deserted Lizzie, the gold would fail? But you have finished with the gold. You have your fortune.”
“I mean that if I hurt her in any way I should lose something of myself … my self-respect, shall we say?”
“Oh, Ben, you have suddenly become very noble.”
“I have never been that, as you know. But try to understand my feelings for Lizzie.”
“You regard her as some sort of talisman … like the knackers in the mine who could make some evil befall you if you deserted her … But not so deeply that you would be prepared to have a degrading love affair with someone else … degrading to you … to me … and to Lizzie.”
“You are being over-dramatic.”
“No, Ben, I am not.”
“You love me, do you not?”
I hesitated.
“I know that you don’t want to answer because the answer is yes. You have never forgotten me.”
I said: “We did share a shattering experience. You know what happened a little while ago?”
“Yes, I heard of it. They found a watch or something with his initials on it. That must have been a shock for you.”
“I felt nothing more than relief at first. I had feared they would find Rebecca. She was lost and it was for that reason that they dragged the pool.”
“My poor Angel! What a terrible thing for you.”
“And all the time she was well. She had been taken by a woman who had lost her child and thought Rebecca was hers.”
He put his arms about me and for a few moments I allowed myself the luxury of laying my head against him.
Quickly I drew away.
I said: “I think, Ben, it would be better if we did not see each other … alone. We shall meet at the family gatherings, of course. That must be enough.”
“It will not be enough for me,” he said.
I shrugged my shoulders.
“We are having a dinner party next Wednesday. You have not seen my house yet. Do come.”
“Who will be there?”
“My grandfather and Amaryllis, of course, Helena and Matthew and friends. I am hoping to be adopted as candidate for Manorleigh which is in Essex. There are people I should get to know.”
I smiled knowledgeably.
He added: “Peterkin and Frances I hope will be there. They are, I fear, not very interested in these occasions.”
“But they are good for you,” I said. “Connections devoted to good works and all that.”
He smiled.
“Yes,” I said. “You are very like Uncle Peter.”
“Grace Hume has been very helpful. She has been very good on several occasions. Lizzie clings to her. Poor Lizzie, she loses her head and is sure everything is going wrong … and she is no good as a hostess … but with Grace there beside her she doesn’t do too badly.”
“Grace has always been a help in the family ever since she came … years ago. … Do you remember?”
“That never-to-be-forgotten time.”
“She was there when …”
“Yes, I remember. Well, she helps Lizzie with clothes and things and it is really amazing how she does it. She is often at our place—as a matter of fact when there is something special on she comes and stays.”
“I am glad she is of use. In time Lizzie will get accustomed to it and she’ll make a good Prime Minister’s wife. I suppose that is the office for which you are aiming.”
“It is always a good plan in life to aim high. You may not get right there but you get somewhere.”
“I am sure you are right.”
“So we shall see you on Wednesday?”
“I shall be there.”
“I thought I had better ask Justin and Morwenna. They can escort you.”
“You think of everything.”
He came to me suddenly and took both my hands.
“I am not going to let you go, you know. I’ll find some way.”
“There is no way,” I replied. “There can be no way.”
“There is always something,” he said firmly.
Grace visited me.
There was a subtle change in her; her step was more springy and there was a certain radiance about her.
I thought: Can it be that she is in love?
I remembered what Aunt Amaryllis had written of her. She believed she wanted a husband. It was just a matter of the right one’s coming along. One could not expect her to go on grieving for Jonnie forever.
I waited for confidences, but none came.
Instead she wanted to talk about Lizzie.
“She is such a dear creature,” she said. “I was drawn to her the moment I saw her.”
“Ben told me how good you have been to her.”
“Oh, have you seen Ben?”
I did not want to tell her that he had come to see me. I said: “He was at dinner the night I arrived.”
“Of course. He is so kind and patient. It is a little trying for him at times.”
“Do you mean … Lizzie?”
She nodded.
“He married her,” I reminded Grace.
“Yes, I know. I believe he was very sorry for her.”
I smiled. “She brought him a good deal.”
“I know her father owned the land on which Ben found gold. He has often told us that. Lizzie is delighted about it. She has told me how much. She hasn’t an idea what is expected of her. But she is getting on … a little. I’m doing all I can for her.”
“And that is a great deal I gather.”
“Did Ben say so?”
“Yes.”
She smiled, well pleased. “She tries so hard. It’s rather pathetic. She wants to be a credit to him.”
“Of course. He is going far.”
“In politics you mean.”
“He is one of those men who will always succeed. He had luck in marrying Lizzie.”
“You’re referring to the land that came with her … and the gold.”
“That’s exactly what I mean.”
“Don’t you like Ben, Angelet?”
I felt my face twist into a wry smile. “Oh,” I said, trying to speak lightly, “he is clever and amusing and all that.”
“You speak as though you don’t approve.”
“It’s not for me to approve or disapprove. He is happy presumably. I believe he has a splendid house and brilliant prospects. What more can he want? Lizzie, of course, is another matter.”
She wrinkled her brows and looked intently at me. “You are rather vehement.”
“Am I? I didn’t realize it. Tell me, how are things with you? What do you do all the time?”
“I have so little time to spare. I have entertained a little. Of course, my house is rather small. I have some amusing dinner parties. The Lansdons senior have always been good to me and so have Helena and Matthew. They invite me to their houses and there I meet interesting people and ask a few of them to my place. But since Ben and Lizzie came I seem to have much more to do.”
“Ben said you have acted as a sort of duenna to Lizzie.”
“Did he?” She smiled rather complacently. “Well, I couldn’t let the poor innocent little thing loose in the jungle, could I?”
“You call the social circle a jungle?”
“It is in a way. She is such an innocent lamb, and as to clothes, she has no idea how to dress.”
“I thought she looked very charming the other night.”
“My guidance, my dear. I steer her through. I tell her to talk to people … what to say … what they are interested in. She is doing quite well. By the way, there was no more news about that man and the watch, was there?”
“No,” I told her, “nothing at all.”
“I don’t suppose we shall hear any more of it. That’s as well, don’t you agree?”
I did agree.
And I thought to myself: Something has happened. I wonder what.
I was amazed at the grandeur of Ben’s house. Uncle Peter’s had always seemed splendid, but this was more so.
There were chandeliers in the hall and at the top of the wide staircase where Ben and Lizzie stood receiving their guests. Grace was standing a little to the side—like a lady-in-waiting.
There were about thirty guests, many of them well known in political circles. Uncle Peter came up to me. He took my hand and kissed it.
“What do you think of this establishment?” he asked.
“Quite glorious,” I replied.
“To tell the truth I’m a little envious. It took Ben to outdo me.”
“People say he is a chip off the old block.”
“I often regret it took us so long to get together. Irregularities in family life cause so many regrets. I suppose that was why the conventions were thought of in the first place. If you obey them, you sail peacefully through life.”
“Wouldn’t that be a little dull for someone of your temperament?”
“Perhaps,” he said. “But I should not advise anyone embarking on life to fly in the face of them.”
“To be different from you … and Ben … who have been so successful?”
“We are of a kind. We shouldn’t founder. Some would. I once heard a story about Walter Raleigh and the Queen. He scratched on the glass of a window with a diamond, ‘Fain would I climb, but fear I to fall.’ The Queen took the diamond from him and scratched underneath, ‘If your heart fails you, climb not at all.’ They were very careless with their property. Fancy disfiguring a beautiful window in that way! But perhaps for such sound good sense it was worth it.”
“You were never afraid to climb.”
“Oh no, I suppose not, and I have done some dangerous mountaineering in my time. Ben is like me. Far more than Peterkin is … or Helena for that matter.”
“Yes,” I mused. “You must have been a very attractive man when you were young, Uncle Peter.”
He laughed. “That suggests that you think Ben is very attractive and I am no longer so.”
“I didn’t mean that. You’ll always be attractive … both of you.”
“That reminds me of another quotation. This is our honored friend, Disraeli. ‘Everyone likes flattery but when you come to royalty you must lay it on with a trowel.’ Is that what you are doing now, my dear, laying it on with a trowel?”
“Indeed not … but I do always think of you as King of the family so you are royalty in a way. But what I said is true and has nothing to do with your status.”
“You are a dear girl. You remind me of your grandmother. I was very sad when she died. It seemed such a terrible end for someone so bright and attractive … and so young. Oh dear, you are making me morbid. And here is my noble daughter-in-law Frances coming towards us. I shall leave you with her for she is such a righteous lady who always reminds me of the sinner I am.”
“Dear Uncle Peter, it is so good to be with you.”
“Ah, Frances,” he said. “Where is Peterkin? Oh, I see … over there. I daresay you are longing to have a talk with Angelet. I shall leave you together. I must have a word with some of the guests.”
Peterkin joined us. He and Frances told me how pleased they were to see me, and they asked if I intended to stay long in London.
“It depends,” I said. “I haven’t made up my mind. I have the house here and I can be completely independent which is very pleasant. Not that I haven’t been given wonderful hospitality by Uncle Peter and Aunt Amaryllis.”
“I understand that you like your independence,” said Frances. “You might like to come to see us at the Mission.”
“I intended to invite myself if you didn’t ask me,” I said.
“My dear, there is no need to wait for invitations, is there, Peterkin?”
“Of course there is not. We’d love to see you there. We might even make use of you.”
“There is always a great deal to do,” explained Frances, “especially now we have enlarged the place considerably. We have the house next door now which has made us almost double the size. We have big kitchens. We make gallons of soup each day, don’t we, Peterkin? Good nourishing stuff. We’re always looking for someone to give a hand.”
“Most of our workers,” Peterkin explained, “work because they believe in what we are doing. So we have to have most people of independent means. We can’t afford to pay many people. We need all the money we can get for the work.”
“I know you have done wonders.”
“A lot has been due to my generous father-in-law,” said Frances. “He is very helpful, particularly when there is some political crisis and he wants to call attention to the family’s good works. Matthew benefits from it. And all he asks is that it is known where the help comes from. A small price to pay for the goods, as I always say.”
Frances was a little cynical about Uncle Peter. I knew there was always a motive behind almost everything he did—but he did give the money to the Mission which had made a great deal of difference to it.
“Well, do come along, soon,” said Frances.
And I promised I would.
Dinner was a sparkling occasion. Ben, from the top of the table, led the conversation which was amusing, witty and topical, and there were many references to what was going on in the political field. Many of them seemed to be on intimate terms with “Dizzy” and Mr. Gladstone and Her Majesty herself. There were references to the Queen’s gillie, John Brown, who, some thought, was more than her gillie; they talked of the rather scandalous cartoons appearing in the press, and speculated as to whether the sly gossip would bring the Queen out of her retirement.
I noticed that Grace joined in the conversation and seemed to be as knowledgeable as any of them. Lizzie said hardly a word. She sat at the end of the table, opposite Ben, an unwilling hostess. She looked at times as though she were going to burst into tears and I noticed how often her eyes strayed to Grace, who was seated a pace or two away from her. But Grace was engaged in animated conversation and did not look poor Lizzie’s way.
I wished I was nearer to her so that I could talk to her.
I was very much aware of Ben. There he sat at the head of the table so assured, certain that very soon he would be in Parliament. All he needed was an election. I felt he was certain to win.
Once or twice he caught my eyes and smiled at me. I think he guessed what was in my thoughts. I had a stupid impression that he was doing all this for my benefit … reminding me that he was the kind of person who always won.
After dinner the ladies went to the drawing room, leaving the men at the table with the port.
I saw Lizzie then and I said: “It was a most successful party, Lizzie.”
“Yes,” she said.
Then Grace came up.
“You were very good, Lizzie,” she said.
“Was I?” asked Lizzie.
“Oh yes. It’s getting easier, isn’t it? Isn’t it lovely to have Angelet here?”
“You’ve been living in the country, haven’t you?” said Lizzie.
“Yes … with my parents.”
“That must have been nice.”
“Very nice.”
“I hope I shall see the dear little baby.”
“Oh, you mustn’t call Rebecca a baby. She wouldn’t like that. She’s a little girl now and wants everyone to know it.”
Lizzie laughed delightedly and the furrow disappeared from her brow.
I said: “Pedrek is the same. He’s quite a little man. They play together. They love the parks. I’ll bring them to see you sometime. May I?”
“Oh please do.”
Before the men returned Lizzie took me up to her bedroom. There was a special room set aside for the ladies, but she took me to hers. I fancied she wanted to speak to me alone.
I could see that this was not in any sense Ben’s room. So they occupied separate rooms, I thought.
She said: “It’s nearly over now, isn’t it?”
“Nearly over?”
“This evening.”
“Oh yes. We shall soon be gone and you will have your lovely house all to yourselves.”
“I didn’t mean that.”
She looked at me and suddenly flung her arms about me, starting to cry.
“Oh, Lizzie, Lizzie,” I said, “what is it? Don’t cry, there’s a dear. It will make your eyes red … and you wouldn’t want people to see.”
“Oh no … no …” She began to tremble.
I helped her dry her eyes. “What’s wrong, Lizzie?” I asked gently.
“I … I want to go home … I’m no good at this. I shouldn’t have come.”
“You mean meeting all these people?”
“I don’t know what to say to them. Grace tells me … and I say something … but I don’t know what to do next. I’ll never know. I’m just not clever like they are. I know Ben wishes he hadn’t married me.”
“Has he said so?” I demanded sharply.
She shook her head. “But I know.”
“Isn’t he … kind to you?”
“Oh, he’s very kind … he’s always kind … He’s patient … You see he has to be patient. He ought to have married Grace.”
I wanted to say: But she could not bring him a gold mine. But what I did say was: “He married you, Lizzie, because he wanted to.”
“I think my father persuaded him.”
Poor Lizzie. I was overcome with pity for her. I felt I hated Ben then. He had found the gold in the creek that day … kept it secret, tried to buy the land, and when he couldn’t he had married Lizzie and thrust her into a life for which she was most unsuited.
“All this, Lizzie, this entertaining and meeting people … It’s not important really.”
“Oh it is. … It is to Ben. It’s because he’s going into Parliament. Then it will be worse. I’ll never be able to do that. I try …”
“You do very well …”
“I’m not clever … I’m not clever enough for Ben.”
“Men don’t like clever women, you know.”
She stared at me.
“No,” I elaborated. “They like to think they are the clever ones. I know some clever women who pretend to be less clever … so that the men like them.”
She shook her head. “You’re trying to comfort me,” she said. “Oh, Angelet, it’s so hard. I worry.”
“You mustn’t, Lizzie.”
“Grace has been so good. But she is not there all the time. She helps me. She tells me what to wear and what to say … but I still don’t do it right. I can’t sleep at night. I lie awake thinking about it and wishing I was back and Dad was alive and nothing had changed.”
“Oh, Lizzie, you mustn’t feel that. You are married to Ben and you can see how highly thought-of he is.”
“That’s what troubles me. I ought not to have married Ben.”
“But, Lizzie, you are married to him. Think that without you he would not have all this. You brought him the mine, didn’t you? He owes a great deal to you. I am sure he knows that. You see, you are not looking at this clearly. Do you love him?”
She nodded.
“Well then, everything will be all right.”
“I have Grace … and now you. I can’t sleep though. I feel better when I do. Grace got something for me to make me sleep.”
“Oh, what was it?”
“I’ve forgotten the name. It’s on the bottle. I’ll show you.”
She opened a drawer and took out a bottle.
“Laudanum,” I said aghast.
“It’s good, Angelet. It makes me sleep. You mustn’t take more than it says or you would get too sleepy.”
“Perhaps you should see a doctor. Ask his advice about taking this stuff.”
She shrank. “I couldn’t do that. I’m not ill. I just get worried and then I can’t sleep. I feel better when I take this. I sleep and sleep. Then I wake up and feel better. Things always seem different in the mornings.”
“I don’t know whether you should be taking that, Lizzie. Does Ben know?”
She shook her head. “You won’t tell him, will you? I wouldn’t want him to know I was worried.”
“No, I won’t tell him. But will you see a doctor? I know you have to be careful with laudanum and things like that …”
“Grace says people have it for all sorts of things. It stops toothache. Though I haven’t that … but it makes you sleep. It really does.”
“Do see a doctor, Lizzie, and make sure it is all right. He might give you something else to take for sleeplessness.”
“Yes,” she said.
“Look, Lizzie, you and I are going to see each other … often. We have so much to talk about, and I shall bring Rebecca to see you. Morwenna will bring Pedrek.”
“Promise,” she said.
“I promise, and you will see a doctor. Now I think we ought to go down.”
When we returned to the drawing room the men were already there.
We talked for a while in little groups. I saw Justin in earnest conversation with Grace. Ben came over to me. He sat close to me and asked if I had enjoyed the evening.
“Very interesting,” I replied.
“And you approve of my house?”
“I think it is very suitable for your purposes.”
“I take it that means approval. It is wonderful for me to see you here. You won’t try to avoid me, will you?”
“I don’t know. It depends on what happens.”
“If I can see you sometimes life will be a great deal more tolerable to me.”
“I thought it was highly tolerable. Here you are the epitome of success.”
“It’s rather an empty sort of success.”
“Did you think of that when you were weighing up the carats? And now here you are poised to take parliamentary England by storm.”
“How dramatic you are! You always were.” He moved a little nearer to me. He was looking at me quizzically, I thought.
I said: “Don’t be too effusive. People will notice.”
“I don’t see how I am going to hide my feelings for you.”
“Then in the circumstances it would be better if we did not meet.”
“Perhaps not in public. But somewhere … alone.”
“I have no intention of indulging in a clandestine adventure.”
“We will meet somewhere. Let’s go up the river … somewhere where we can talk.”
I ignored that. I said: “I have been talking to Lizzie. She is not very happy,” I added.
He was silent.
I said: “Is it fair to take her gold mine and with the proceeds thrust her into a life she hates?”
“We share the mine,” he said.
“I thought a married woman’s property became her husband’s. What a pernicious law!”
“I would not dream of taking from Lizzie what is hers,” he said. “I try very hard to give her what she wants.”
“I think what she wants is a quiet life in the country … something rather like that which she enjoyed before her marriage.”
“She will grow to like this. She was so pleased when she heard you were coming.”
Grace had come over and taken the seat on the other side of Ben.
“It has been a most successful evening,” she said. “I do congratulate you, Ben.”
“It’s not over yet,” he reminded her.
“I thought it went very well indeed. I noticed Lord Lazenby was most amused by the cartoons of H.M.”
“He would be. He is very anti-monarchy. I can’t think why, with his background, he should be, except that he has always been perverse.”
“It was great fun. Oh, look at poor Lizzie. She’s all alone. Do come with me, Angelet. I must look after her.”
“Yes,” I said and we rose. Ben gave me a regretful look which I ignored; and we went and talked to Lizzie.
She was grateful and we stayed with her for the rest of the evening.
When I returned home I felt elated but melancholy. I was completely fascinated by Ben. I should have so much enjoyed helping him in his political battles. They said Mary Anne Disraeli was a wonderful wife to her husband. She herself had stated that he had married her for her money but if he had to do it again he would marry her for love. Perhaps it would be like that with Lizzie. Mrs. Disraeli always waited up for her husband to come home from the House and however late, she would have a cold supper waiting for him. “My dear,” he was reputed to have said, “you are more like a mistress than a wife.” Charming in its cynicism. But Lizzie was no Mary Anne Disraeli.
I felt very sad about the situation I had witnessed that night; and it was not only because I had had it brought home to me all that I had missed.
Poor Lizzie, she would never change. When I looked into her clear blue eyes I could see her struggling with herself. Grace had been good to her but Grace could not be beside her all the time … as had been seen tonight.
I wondered what would happen. There was no doubt that Ben would succeed and when he was high up the greasy pole—another Disraeli allusion—how could she help him stay up there? How would an eminent politician feel when his wife would be more at home on the Australian goldfields than in her husband’s luxurious home?
Fanny
THE CHILDREN LIKED TO be together, and we arranged that one day Rebecca would go to the Cartwright house and on the next Pedrek should come to mine. This gave Morwenna and me time to shop and do many things which would otherwise have been difficult, for neither of us wished to leave our children entirely to servants.
It was on one of these days when I decided to take up the invitation Frances and Peterkin had given me to visit their Mission again.
When I told Helena of this she said I would find it interesting and perhaps a little heartrending for people had no idea of the suffering which was endured by others. Matthew was deeply aware of and had talked to her about it. He had discovered a great deal when he was gathering material for his books; and Frances and Peterkin could tell some very sad stories.
She said she would have me driven down there in the morning and send the carriage to pick me up.
There was no need, I told her, I would get a cab.
“You might get one to take you there, but I doubt you would pick up one to bring you back.”
So I set off in the middle of the morning and as I was driven eastwards I was struck by the change. The streets of London had always interested me; they were so full of life; in that area which I knew best the houses were large and elegant; there were many garden squares and the parks added a delightful suggestion of the countryside. The Row, the Serpentine, the Palace where the Queen had spent her childhood—they were all delightful to the eyes. But what a contrast when we came to the mean streets.
The vitality had increased. There was noise everywhere. People seemed to talk at the top of their voices. We kept to the main road but I glimpsed side streets. I saw grim-looking children, barefooted; I saw stalls onto which seemed to have been crowded every commodity one could think of … from chests of drawers to fly papers. There were women selling pins and needles, and men selling hot pies; there were men sitting on the pavements doing something with counters which I presumed was some sort of game; there were ballad singers who gave demonstrations of their goods. There was noise and bustle everywhere.
The Mission was a tall square building which had, at one time, been two houses built at a time when there had been a certain affluence in the district.
The door was open and I stepped into a large hall. It was lofty and there was no furniture apart from a table and a chair. On the table there was a bell so I rang this. Almost at once a young woman appeared. She was tall, large-boned, with untidy hair, and wearing a coat-like overall.
I thought she was a servant until she spoke.
She said: “Oh, hello. You’re Mrs. Mandeville. Frances said you would be coming. She’s in the kitchen. It will be open shortly and we are running a bit late. I’ll take you to her. By the way, I’m Jessica Carey. How do you do?”
I said How do you do and thanked her.
She smiled at me and started off, so I followed her.
I could smell something savory.
We went down a flight of stairs to a large room in which was a big fire. There were several large cauldrons on this and on a table a pile of wooden bowls.
And there was Frances herself in a coat-like overall, rather flushed giving orders in that precise way which I had come to know; when she saw me she smiled.
“Welcome,” she said. “We’re running late. They’ll be here in half an hour. We have to get these bowls up. You could help carry them.”
“Yes. Where?”
Jessica Carey picked up a handful of the bowls and said: “I’ll show you.”
I did the same and followed her.
We went up a short staircase. We were in a room with a long wooden table on which were several iron stands. I gathered they put the cauldrons on these. Beside them were laid several large ladles.
“We serve it here,” Jessica told me. “It’s convenient. The door is right on the street … and they can just come in. It’s a busy time of the morning, this. Feeding time. Frances says it is one of the most important. We have to look after their bodies as well as their souls.” She laughed. “I’m glad you’ve come. We need all the help we can get.”
We put the bowls on the table and went down to get more.
“I’ll leave you to it,” said Jessica Carey. “It will be a great help. There are one or two things I have to see to. If you’ll get these bowls up and help dish out. … They’ll be here at eleven thirty. We have to be ready by then or there is chaos. There seems to be more of them every day. And we’ve had to make extra. Frances gets really upset if we run out and have to send some of them away.”
I thought this was a strange welcome. Frances had been so earnest in her desire that I should come. But I did realize that her work here was most sincere. Amaryllis had always said that she and Peterkin worked as hard as anyone she knew.
I toiled up and down with the wooden bowls and had set up quite a pile of them on the table when the door opened and a man came in from the street.
I was about to say that we were not quite ready yet when I realized he could not possibly have come for soup.
He was neatly dressed and there was an air of distinction about him. I noticed that he had a rather sad face which changed when he smiled.
“Good morning,” he said.
“Good morning,” I replied.
“We haven’t met before.”
I wondered why he should think we had. Then it occurred to me that he must be a frequent visitor to the Mission and there would be quite a number of helpers doing brief spells of duty.
“I’m Timothy Ransome,” he said.
“How do you do? I’m Angelet Mandeville.”
“Oh,” he said. “Frances mentioned you. You’re related to Peterkin, I believe.”
“Yes, that’s right. It’s rather a complicated relationship but it exists.”
“Have you been here before?”
“Yes. I came to visit once before.”
“And they’ve put you onto the bowls, have they?”
“They all seemed so busy, and these things had to be brought up here.”
“Oh yes, for the morning soup. I’ll give you a hand.”
He took off his coat and set to work.
When we went into the kitchen several of them called, “Hello, Tim. Running late.”
“I’m helping with the bowls,” he said.
“Good.”
Soon we had brought up all the bowls. He said: “Many hands make light work.”
“It seems so. Are you a frequent helper?”
“I come quite often. I think Frances and Peterkin are doing a wonderful job here.”
“Yes, I have always heard so.”
“And now you have come to see for yourself.”
Someone was calling. “Tim. Tim. Strong man wanted for the cauldrons.”
“Right,” he answered. “Coming.” And to me: “Excuse me.”
That was a strange morning. I stood behind the table with several others, Timothy Ransome among them—ladling out soup. It was a sobering exercise … to see those eager hands stretched out for the bowl, to watch the ravenous manner in which they devoured the soup. They were ragged, unkempt and hungry. It made me both sad and angry. It was the children who touched me most. I thought of our own children … of Pedrek who sometimes had had to be coaxed to eat. And the fisherman caught another little fish to feed his family and he popped it into the mouth of the youngest, and then the second youngest … and so on until he had eaten it all.
At last it was over. The morning’s supplies were diminished and everyone had had their share.
Timothy Ransome said to me: “You mustn’t get too upset. At least we are trying to do something about it here. It’s a grueling experience at first.”
“I suppose you have done it many times.”
“Oh yes. … There are many things that you will find upsetting here … things you didn’t dream of.”
“I know I have to be prepared.”
“After this, there is a little refreshment for us. Humble fare. Bread and cheese and a glass of cider.”
“It sounds good to me.”
“I’ll show you. If we are lucky we can help ourselves and have half an hour’s respite.”
I saw Frances then. She came hurrying towards us. “Hello, Angelet, lovely to see you. Sorry I was so busy when you came. What a morning! I thought we shouldn’t be ready in time for the hungry hordes. Tim … you’re looking after Angelet. Showing her the ropes. Good.” She grinned at me. “You soon get used to it. In the evenings we have a supper when we all get together and talk about the day. That is when you ought to be here. I’ll see you later. I’m having a little trouble with Fanny …”
“Can I do something?” asked Timothy.
“No. I’ve got someone on it. I don’t know what we’re going to do about that child. We’ll see. I’ll be with you later, Angelet … if I can.”
Then she was off again.
Timothy Ransome said: “Let’s see about that food.”
It was a strange experience sitting in a small room with a man whom I had never met before, eating hot crusty bread and cheese with a tankard of cider beside me.
“I have to admit I know something about you,” he told me. “I heard about your husband. It was in the papers at the time. That’s when I learned you were related to Peterkin. I am so sorry. It was a terrible tragedy.”
“It is over now,” I said.
“Your husband was a hero.”
“Yes,” I said. “He died saving another man’s life.”
“You must be very proud.”
I nodded.
“Forgive me,” he went on. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have spoken of it. Do you intend to work here?”
“Oh no. I couldn’t. I have a daughter. She is four years old. I am here today because she is with friends.”
He looked disappointed.
“But I shall come again,” I said, “when I have the opportunity.”
“It can be very distressing,” he said. “It’s so strange and upsetting at first. One gets over that. One realizes that there is no virtue in being upset and shaking one’s head in pity and doing nothing about it. This place grows on you. Frances is one of the most wonderful women I have ever met. She never sits down and groans about inequality … she does something practical. Of course, everyone could not do it, I know. Frances has her private income … so has Peterkin. They are a good team. Theirs is a good marriage … perfect I should say … except that they have no children. Yet if they had I suppose this work would suffer. On the whole I would say theirs is one of the few perfect unions.”
“You admire them very much, don’t you?”
“I do. Everyone must. … Once they get used to Frances’ rather stringent manner they must know that beneath it lies the proverbial heart of gold.”
The very mention of the word “gold” always took me back to Golden Creek … Ben washing his hands in the stream and discovering the presence of the precious metal. But for that he might be free now.
I said: “I think she is wonderful, too.”
“You’ll come again. You’ll get caught up in it. I come two or three days during the week. I’m what Frances calls one of her casual laborers. What she likes is full-timers like the Honorable Jessica. You know her?”
“I met her when I arrived.”
“Oh yes, Jessica is the right-hand woman. She’s dedicated, and we should all like to be but for commitments.”
“Have you many commitments?”
“An estate to run. Fortunately close to London … which makes it easy for me. It is just outside Hampton. I have a son and daughter. So you see I cannot give myself entirely to the cause.”
“I understand.”
“Your daughter must be a great compensation.”
“Oh yes.”
“I find that with Alec and Fiona. I lost my wife, you see.”
“Oh, I am sorry.”
“It was some four years ago. A riding accident. It was so sudden. She was there in the morning … and by night time she was gone.”
“What a terrible tragedy!”
“Well, these things happen all the time. It is just that one doesn’t expect them to happen to oneself!”
“How old are the children?”
“Alec is ten, Fiona is eight.”
“So they remember.”
He nodded sadly. Then he smiled. “Well, this is gloomy talk. Would you like some more cider? I am sure I could find some.”
“No thanks,” I said.
When we took back our plates and tankards and washed them in the kitchen we saw Frances.
“There’s trouble,” she said. “Billings is up to his tricks again.” She turned to me. “We get cases like this all the time. But this kind makes me mad. It’s where young people are concerned.”
“Fanny again?” asked Timothy Ransome.
“Yes. I don’t know what we can do. I’d like to get Fanny away … but there’s the mother. She doesn’t want to leave him.” She wrinkled her brows. “Billings drinks. He’s not so bad when he’s not drinking, but he can’t resist the gin palaces. You know what they say: ‘Drunk for a penny and dead drunk for tuppence.’ Well, he’s dead drunk most of the time. Emily Billings is a silly woman. She should leave him. But she won’t. He’s the second husband and seems to have her completely under his spell. Fanny was the daughter of the first marriage,” she explained to me. “He was a builder and fell from the scaffolding. There was no compensation. That’s one of the things we’re working on. In the meantime … Emily married Billings and her troubles really started.”
“There are so many similar cases,” said Timothy Ransome.
“True. As far as Emily’s concerned I’d say, All right, if you won’t leave him take the consequences. It’s the child … Fanny. She’s a bright little thing. I could do something for her. But I can’t take a girl of fifteen away from her home. Emily would stand by him in a court of law. She’d deny anything. He could almost kill her and she’d say she had fallen down the stairs. But it is Fanny. From what I hear there is danger of sexual abuse. Emily knows it and tries to hide it. It was something Fanny said that gave me the clue. I just can’t put it on one side. I have to do something because of Fanny.”
“It’s a problem,” agreed Timothy Ransome. “If there is anything I can do …”
“I’ll call on you, never fear. Angelet, you have been thrown in at the deep end, as they say. If it hadn’t been for all this blowing up this morning, I could have shown you round properly.”
“Don’t worry about that. I want to see how everything works. I’m getting a real insight.”
“The carriage is coming for you at four, I believe.”
“Yes, they insisted.”
“Quite right, too. You’d never get a cab here.”
“Had I known I would have taken you home,” said Timothy Ransome.
Frances answered for me. “Another time, Tim. I feel sure Angelet will come again.”
“I shall,” I said. “Perhaps on Friday if Rebecca goes to Morwenna.”
Timothy Ransome said: “And on Friday I shall be here. I’ll see that you are returned safely to your home.”
Frances beamed on us both.
“Very well. I shall see you on Friday. I promise I shall find plenty for you to do.”
I had been going to Frances’ Mission twice a week—on Wednesdays and Fridays. Frances was delighted and I always found plenty to do. I learned things about other people’s lives which were so different from my own; I was appalled, shocked and at the same time exhilarated because I felt I was doing something worthwhile.
I was becoming very friendly with Tim Ransome, who also appeared on Wednesdays and Fridays. The carriage would take me there and he would bring me home.
Aunt Amaryllis said how delighted she was that I was helping Frances and Peterkin. Frances had told her all about it and how useful I was making myself.
“It’s such good work,” said Aunt Amaryllis. “Uncle Peter says it is just what you are needing. He gives a lot of money to the Mission.”
I nodded, remembering Frances’ comments that he made sure that his gifts were noted, but that she was grateful for them all the same.
I heard from the servants that Ben had called on one or two occasions. “He seemed most put out, Madam, that you were not at home.”
Frances made a point of sending Timothy and me on errands of mercy. She would not let me go out alone and he was always my escort. We took clothes and food to the sick and needy, and I became fairly familiar with the neighborhood. We would be sent to shop in the markets for the stores needed in the Mission and this I greatly enjoyed. The stalls would be piled up with merchandise of all descriptions and the noisy costermongers would shout their wares in audacious cockney … often using the rhyming slang which was quite unintelligible to me without Timothy’s translation.
It was natural that our friendship grew quickly in such circumstances.
I knew him for a man who had never really recovered from the loss of his wife; he was fond of his children but they could not compensate him completely. He was fortunate he told me: his elder sister was unmarried and devoted to him and the children; she lived in his country house and looked after his home.
“I should be lost without her,” he said. “And the children are very fond of her.”
Frances must have told Amaryllis of my friendship with Timothy and as a result he was asked to dine at the house in the square.
This he did on one or two occasions and it was clear that they liked him.
Grace was a guest on one occasion. She said what a charming man he was, and smiled significantly. It was the first indication that it might seem that there was something serious and special about our relationship.
I had seen Ben once or twice—usually when others were present. There had been few opportunities of speaking together alone. I did not seek them, but I believe he did.
He said to me once: “I hear that you are devoting yourself to good works.”
“You mean the Mission.”
“Yes. They tell me you attend regularly.”
“I like to feel I am doing something.”
“I wish I could see you sometime.”
We were at a dinner party at Matthew’s and Helena’s and the men had just rejoined us after dinner. It was just a snatched conversation.
I did not answer. I looked across the room to where Lizzie was sitting trying to make conversation with the middle-aged gentleman seated beside her; and the effort was making her miserable. Grace was there, talking brightly to a young man. She looked over and saw us, and in a few moments she was making her way towards us.
She talked brightly to Ben of the constituency to which he had been elected as candidate. I was surprised how well informed she was.
I took the opportunity of slipping away.
There were a great many dinner parties—either at the house in the square or Matthew’s and Helena’s house.
Helena said, “There is a feverish expectancy in the air. I call it the electoral disease.”
“Do you really think there is going to be an election soon?”
She nodded vigorously. “I can see the signs. Disraeli can’t hold out. He’ll have to go to the country.”
“And then?”
“Who can say? We’re hoping he’ll get back. But, of course, Ben has other views.”
“It is strange to have such divergence in a family.”
“Oh, it is all very friendly. It is, you know, in the House. It has often struck me that members of the same party are more venomous towards each other than to those of the opposition.”
“I suppose that is because they are reaching for the same prize. With the other side … well, they are not rivals in the same way.”
“Exactly.”
“Well, it is rather exciting.”
“Yes, if it doesn’t get too serious.”
She was right about the electoral fever.
It was October. Cool winds were blowing across the parks and the ground was carpeted with red and bronze leaves. Excitement was in the air and people were saying that Disraeli’s ministry could not carry on as they were. They must go to the country.
I was often at the house in the square. Ben was there, too, so we saw each other frequently … but never alone. Timothy was often asked. Frances and Peterkin came rarely. They pleaded too much work.
I found the conversation stimulating.
There were discussions between Uncle Peter and Ben which I thought must be worthy of the House itself—Uncle Peter supporting Disraeli and Ben, Gladstone. The rest of us joined in but those two were the main speakers.
“You’ll have to get busy down at Manorleigh, Ben,” said Uncle Peter. “How is it going?”
“Very well indeed.”
“You think you’re going to manage it?”
“I know I’m going to manage it.”
“Voters are unpredictable creatures, Ben. You’re going to find it hard to convince them that Gladstone’s a better bet than Disraeli.”
“I happen to think otherwise and I shall persuade my constituents to do the same.”
Grace addressed Uncle Peter. “I think, Mr. Lansdon, that the voters of Manorleigh are beginning to like their new candidate.”
She looked at Ben with an almost proprietorial air.
“So you have inspected the territory, have you, Grace?” said Aunt Amaryllis.
“Oh yes. I went down with Ben and Lizzie last week-end. Lizzie and I went to some shops and talked to them, didn’t we, Lizzie?”
Lizzie mumbled that they had.
“It was so exciting. I think we made some impression.”
“That’s what gets the voters,” commented Uncle Peter. “Never mind the policies. Just show them that you are a good family man, your wife beside you, and they’ll put their crosses by your name.”
“That’s exactly what I thought,” said Grace. “Lizzie is going to be a great help.”
“I … I … Grace helped me,” said Lizzie.
“Oh, come, Lizzie, you did your part.”
They talked about the chances of either side but I rather thought Uncle Peter was of the opinion that it would be a victory for the Liberals—which he was certainly not hoping for. But I saw him glance often at Ben with something like pride and amusement.
After dinner I had a word with Uncle Peter.
“I find all this parliamentary talk very interesting,” I told him.
“Fascinating, isn’t it?”
“Do you really want the Conservatives to win?”
“My dear Angelet, I’m a staunch supporter of the Party.”
“But there is Ben.”
He sighed. “Oh, he’s set himself on the other side of the fence.”
“Do you think he’ll get in?”
“Of course he’ll get in. They won’t be able to resist him. I wish …”
I wanted to hear what he wished. But he said: “She’s right, you know … Grace. It’s the happily married man they like. Helena’s always been an asset to Matthew … and then of course her brother marrying Frances and that Mission. Good stuff.”
“It’s good for a lot of people as well as Matthew, Uncle Peter.”
“Oh yes. You’re one of them now, aren’t you? Nice fellow … that Timothy Ransome. Seems steady … and comfortably off.”
“Have you been investigating?”
“Naturally I investigate all friends of my family.”
“Uncle Peter, you are incorrigible.”
“Yes, I am. Always was and always will be. Never mind. Put up with me, will you, my dear?”
I smiled at him. “Willingly,” I said.
It was about a week later when Fanny came into our lives.
Timothy and I had done our usual stint at the soup counter; the empty bowls and cauldrons had been taken back to the kitchen; everyone seemed to be intent on something or other. We were in the little room next to that where the soup was dispensed, and we were talking, as we usually did, about certain cases which had struck us as particularly sad or interesting, and a little about ourselves, when we heard the door being opened. We paused to listen. Then we heard stealthy footsteps.
We rose and hurried to the room from which they came and there she stood.
She was half poised for flight.
I said: “Can we help you?”
“Where’s Mrs. Frances?” she asked.
“She’s not here at the moment. What can we do?”
She hesitated. I saw how thin she was; she looked cold, too; the threadbare dress she was wearing was not adequate protection against the autumn dampness.
“I … I’ve run away,” she said.
“Come and tell us all about it,” answered Timothy. “Would you like something to eat?”
She licked her lips.
“Come along,” said Timothy.
There was no soup left but we found some bread and cheese which she devoured ravenously; we found some milk for her, too.
She said defensively: “I know Mrs. Frances.”
“What’s your name?” I asked.
“Fanny,” she told me.
I felt excited. This was the Fanny who had caused Frances so much concern, and here she was with us!
“She will be in soon,” I said. “You must wait and see her. Tell us what it is that is bothering you. Perhaps we can help till she comes. We work here with Mrs. Frances. She tells us what to do and we do it. I know she wants to help you.”
The child, for she was little more, said: “I couldn’t ’ave stood it no more. Last night he nearly killed me Mum. And when I tried to stop him he turned on me. There won’t half be a carry-on when he knows I’ve gone.” She looked frightened. “He’ll blame me Mum. I’ve got to go back.”
“Don’t go yet,” I begged. “Wait till you have seen Mrs. Frances.”
“We know she wouldn’t want you to go back … yet,” added Timothy.
She nodded. “Mrs. Frances … she’s a good lady …”
“That’s why you should listen to her,” I said.
“It’s me Mum. It’s what he’d do to her.”
“We’ll find some way of stopping him,” promised Timothy.
She looked at him scornfully. “What, you? How? No one can’t. I’m frightened of him. See … he wants my money. … Every day he takes it off of me … all I’ve got, every penny. Then he’s off. It’s good when he goes. … He’s in the gin shop … and he stays there. I wish he’d stay all night. I wish he’d never come back.”
“Where do you get your money?” I asked.
“I works, I does. I goes to old Felberg and he gives me a tray … sometimes it’s flowers … sometimes it’s pins and needles … sometimes it’s apples. You never know with old Felberg. Then I brings back what I’ve took and he takes it and gives me tuppence back … and that’s my money, I reckon. But he don’t. He takes it off me and he’s off round the gin shop. I’m frightened of him … when he hits me … but more when …”
She faltered and I put my hand on her shoulder. I said: “We can stop this, you know. Mrs. Frances wants you to stay here. She can do something …”
“It’s me Mum,” she said piteously.
When Frances came in her face lighted up with joy.
“Fanny!” she cried. “So you’ve come. Good girl.”
“Oh, Mrs. Frances, I was so frightened of him last night. You said come.”
“Of course I did and at last you are a wise girl. Now then. This is your home for a while. We’re going to look after you. No harm can come to you here.”
“I could bring me money back from Mr. Felberg.”
“You can forget Mr. Felberg. You’re going to be here while we put our heads together and come up with something. You’re not going back, Fanny, not again.”
Frances was a wonderful woman. I have said that many times, I suppose, and will continue to say it. I imagine that Timothy and I were rather sentimental in our approach; we wanted to fuss over Fanny, to make much of her, to compensate for the terrible life she had; but Frances was different—brisk and business-like. I could see that was what Fanny needed. She would despise our attitude. To her it would seem “soft.”
Frances said: “We’ll get you out of those clothes … fast. We’ll get Mrs. Hope to put them on the fire. We’ll find something for you. And a good bath is what you need and your hair thoroughly washed. Then we’ll give you something to do, eh? What are you good at, Fanny? You’d like to help in the kitchen. There are lots of things to be done there.”
I could see that that was the way to treat her.
Timothy and I were amazed. We saw Fanny change overnight. The frightened waif became a self-important person. Fanny belonged to the streets. There was nothing soft about Fanny. Her stepfather must have been an ogre to have frightened one of her spirit. She was a cockney—shrewd, quick-witted, full of what Mrs. Penlock would have called “sauce” or “lip.”
She adored Frances, looking upon her as some superior being. For Timothy and me she had a certain affectionate contempt, but she thought we were “soft.” “Nobs,” she called us, which meant that we spoke differently and acted in a manner unlike that of the people she had known before she came to the Mission. For some reason we had been born into soft living and we lacked the knowledge of how to protect ourselves. We had got by because we had never had to face up to what to her was real life. I am sure she felt we were in need of her protection rather than she was of ours.
But our special place in her affections was due to the fact that when she had decided to come to the Mission we were the first ones she had seen and I do believe that we had somehow persuaded her to wait for Frances and that was at the root of her affection.
Frances was a special person. Born a “nob” she was for all her fancy voice and high-class ways one of them.
Fanny changed the Mission for us. She was the first one we looked for when we arrived. She would give us that rather casual greeting and smile secretly as though we amused her.
Timothy and I talked of her a great deal when we were alone and wondered what Frances would decide about her future. Frances had said that, so far, she was unprepared to make a decision.
“The girl’s still frightened of that terrible man,” she said. “She’s aggressive, isn’t she? I know what that means. She’s telling herself she’s strong. She’s got to be because somewhere in her mind she is afraid she is not finished with him yet. She is trying to tell herself she can stand up to him. She must never go back.”
“Good Heavens, no,” said Timothy.
“It’s risky. I suppose he’s legally in the place of father. He will know where she is. He’d guess. I’ve tried to get her away from them before. … We’ll have to watch for him. I expected to hear from the mother. Strange I haven’t.”
“Do you mean she will try to get her back?” I asked.
“She wouldn’t want to. She knows it’s best for the girl to get away. But he wants the pennies she earns. He can get drunk at the gin shop on Fanny’s few pennies. There is something else. The mother hinted. … You know what I mean.”
“You did mention it,” said Timothy quietly.
“I’ve got to stop that. These people are capable of descending to the very depths of depravity. Their lives are so empty. They go to the bottle and then they lose all sense of decency. You get someone like Billings … no sense … no morals … nothing. I’m sorry for him in a way. I don’t know what his life has been. How can one judge? But I know, I’ve got to keep Fanny here. I’ll find something for her soon. I’d like to get her into a nice home. She’d make a good parlormaid … with training. But just now she isn’t ready. I want her to stay here for a while.”
“She’ll stay. She adores you,” I said.
“I hope she will. I can’t hold her against her will … yet I want to fight for her.”
“Why should she want to go?”
“Who knows what Fanny thinks? She has this feeling that she has to protect her mother. That’s what has kept her in this wretched hovel so long. I should have had her here weeks ago. Well, at the moment I’m holding everything as it is … It all depends on what happens. You two have done a good job with her. She’s quite fond of you.”
“I think she despises us sometimes. She thinks we’re soft.”
“That’s her way. She’s fond of you all right. And she trusts you. That means a lot with Fanny.”
As the weeks passed the change in Fanny was miraculous. She did odd jobs about the Mission. Frances gave her a small wage which she hoarded with delight. I believe she felt she was rich. Her hair, now that it was washed, was glossy and fell in soft curls about her face; her small dark eyes were clear and alert; they darted everywhere as though she were afraid she was going to miss something; her skin had lost that pasty look and although she was still pale she looked far from unhealthy. I gave her a ribbon for her hair. She treasured it and said she would save it for Sundays.
Timothy and I looked upon her as our protégée. We talked of her constantly; we watched her progress, marveling. One day we went out and bought a dress for her. When we brought it back to the Mission she stared at us in amazement.
“It’s not for me,” she said. “It can’t be.”
We assured her it was.
“I ain’t never had nothing like that in my life before,” she said.
“Well, it’s time you did,” Timothy told her.
She looked at us and said, “Well, I dunno. … You two … I reckon you are a pair of old softies.”
That was thanks enough.
One of the jobs which gave her most pleasure was to go to the market and buy provisions for the Mission. This had been one of the tasks allotted to Timothy and me and we had always enjoyed it. She accompanied us once or twice and was scornful of our achievement.
“Tell you what,” she said when we returned to the Mission. “They see you two coming and up goes the price.”
“Surely not,” I said.
She looked at me derisively. “You don’t know nothing,” she said.
She told Frances that she could shop cheaper than we could and Frances, who was always eager to help Fanny prove herself, immediately complied with her request that she should do the shopping herself; and from that moment Fanny brought in the bargains. It was a great game to her.
“I got him to knock three farthings off that for you,” she would announce proudly. We always marveled at her bargaining skills.
“You’re saving us pounds, Fanny,” Frances told her.
This state of affairs went on for three weeks and during that time Fanny emerged as herself.
Then one day, she disappeared.
She had dressed herself in her blue merino and tied the red ribbon in her hair, and gone off to the market as she did every morning.
At first we thought the shopping had taken her a little longer than usual and we were not unduly concerned; but as the time began to pass we grew anxious. Then we found the shopping bag which she usually took with her and with it the money she had been given to shop with; so we knew her departure was intentional.
Frances was bitterly disappointed.
“What did we do?” I cried.
“I think it must be her mother,” said Frances. “She’s gone back to her.”
“But the stepfather …”
“Fanny is a girl who has a strong sense of right and wrong. She may have got that from her own father. You see, she takes the dress and the ribbon—they are hers. She has taken the wages she has earned; but she leaves the shopping money. How many girls in her position would have done that?”
“But what are we going to do?” asked Timothy.
“There is nothing we can do. I can’t storm her home and take her away. She’s gone back to them of her own accord. I’m sorry. It’s disheartening, but there is nothing we can do. It is just another of those cases which didn’t work out the way we wanted it to. There are many of them.”
I realized how much our concern for Fanny had drawn Timothy and me together. We had shared our delight in her progress and now our sorrow and disappointment at her departure.
I was trying not to think of Ben, working hard in Manorleigh for the coming election.
Timothy came again to dine at the house in the square. He was about as different from Uncle Peter as a man could be, but they liked each other. I knew what Uncle Peter and Aunt Amaryllis were thinking. They were fond of me, concerned for me, and they were weighing up Timothy as a possible husband for me. Aunt Amaryllis in particular believed that the married state was ideal for every woman. Uncle Peter took a more practical view. He would like to see me settled and he had obviously decided that Timothy’s background, financial standing and character fitted him for the role of husband.
I saw through them, of course. But I did not want to think beyond the present which Timothy was making tolerable for me. Yet again and again my thoughts went back to Ben.
I heard from the family that his campaign was being successful and he was making a very good impression on the voters.
One evening when I was having a talk with Uncle Peter, Ben was mentioned.
“I feel sure he is going to win,” he said. “It’ll be an achievement. It’s been a Tory stronghold for a hundred years. I don’t think it will be a big majority … but comfortable enough. It will be a feather in his cap.”
“Do you really think he’ll win?”
Uncle Peter looked at me and smiled. “I have reason to say that I think his opponent is getting rather rattled.”
“How is he doing it?”
“Oh, you know Ben. It’s that vitality. A certain power. A determination. He believes he’s going to win and he gets everyone else believing it too. I flatter myself that he gets that from me. His grandmother was a fighter too. She was a milliner.” He smiled, looking back. “I came near to marrying her. I couldn’t though. It wouldn’t have done.”
“You mean …”
“Just not quite right …”
“Yet you were in love with her.”
“I have always been able to regulate my emotions.”
“They didn’t stop your having an illegitimate son.”
“That’s not what I mean. I set her up in her own shop in Sydney. I sent her money. She got on very well. We were in a way two of a kind. She understood how it was. What I am telling you is that Ben gets his fighting spirit on both sides.”
“You must have had a very eventful life, Uncle Peter.”
“I think life should be eventful. Ben will make his so and I am pretty certain that before long he’ll have a place in the House.” He was thoughtful for a moment. Then he said: “It’s a pity he married Lizzie. She’s not the wife a politician needs.”
“I think she appears with him, doesn’t she?”
“Yes, but there is more to it than that. Grace is with them. Now she knows it all. I believe she is quite an asset. But it is not the same. It should be the wife who is there.”
“I know Grace helps Lizzie quite a lot. Lizzie herself said so.”
“That’s what I’m saying. Lizzie should be doing all this. She shouldn’t need prompting. It doesn’t go down so well. No, I’m afraid Lizzie is a bit of a handicap for a man like Ben.”
“A handicap!” I cried. “Where would he be without her? She brought him the gold mine, didn’t she? Without her help he would still be scrabbling for gold in Golden Creek.”
“You are very vehement, my dear.”
“Well, it is true. I hate all this talk about Lizzie’s being a handicap when it is only because of her that he has become in a position to do all he is doing.”
Then he said a strange thing. He put his arm about me. “I, too, wish it had been otherwise.”
“What do you mean?” I stammered.
But he just smiled rather sadly at me and I knew that Uncle Peter was aware of my feelings for Ben … and his for me.
We had betrayed ourselves in some way.
There was a letter from my mother.
My darling Angelet,
Amaryllis tells me how hard you are working at Frances’ Mission and finding it so rewarding. I am glad. I told your father that you needed something like that. It must be interesting and harrowing too, but Amaryllis tells me that Frances is delighted to have you there and what a great help you are to her.
We miss you very much and I have written to Amaryllis telling her that I should love to come up … just for a few weeks. Your father can’t leave the place at this time, nor can Jack. But I feel I want to see you. I want to hear all about the work you are doing and see for myself that you are well and getting happier.
Everything here goes on much as usual. And how is darling Rebecca? It is wonderful for her to have Pedrek to play with. And Morwenna is so close and you help each other with the children, so giving you those opportunities to go to the Mission.
Josiah Pencarron tells me that Justin is doing a fine job in London and he wonders why he did not think of opening the office up there years ago.
So everything seems to be going well.
I shall see you soon.
Much love,
Mother
I knew what this meant. Aunt Amaryllis had reported my growing friendship with Timothy Ransome, and my mother wanted to know how far it had progressed.
I wished that they were not so interested in my affairs. Of course, it was all for my benefit. There was a hint of seriousness in my friendship with Timothy. I was aware of that in Timothy’s manner.
But I did not want to think of it. I liked him. I enjoyed his company; but I did not want to go farther than that. My heart was in Manorleigh. There was nothing I should have liked better than to take part in that campaign and everything else seemed only a makeshift and a poor consolation.
Now that Fanny had gone, Timothy and I returned to our old task of shopping in the markets for the provisions. We did so in a somewhat disenchanted mood having been told by Fanny that we were not much good at it.
We had lost the excitement we used to have in the project, perhaps because it reminded us of Fanny.
One day we set out. I was telling him that my mother was coming to London for a short stay and he was saying how pleased he would be to meet her.
“I am sure you will be invited to,” I told him.
He pressed my arm and said: “I’m glad of that.”
We stopped at one of the stalls to buy fruit. I chose it and while Timothy was paying for it, I turned suddenly and stared. There among the crowd was Fanny.
“Fanny!” I called and started after her.
She must have heard me but she began to run.
“Fanny! Fanny!” I called.
But she ran on pushing her way through the crowds.
Perhaps I should have let her go, but some impulse would not allow me to. I had to talk to her. I had to ask her why she had run away.
We had left the market behind. But she was still ahead of me.
“Fanny!” I shouted. “Come back. I want to talk to you.”
She did not glance back but sped on. I followed without thinking where I was. On she went. We were in a maze of little streets where I had never been before and still Fanny was running. She darted round a corner and I nearly lost sight of her. I rushed on.
I was only vaguely aware of my surroundings. The houses were nothing more than hovels and I noticed an unpleasant odor of old clothes and unwashed bodies. There was a gin shop on the corner of the street into which Fanny had turned; and as I dashed past, I caught a glimpse of people in there. Outside one man sprawled on the pavement.
Someone called out: “ ’Ello, Missus,” as I passed. I went on blindly. I saw Fanny turn into one of the hovels and disappear from sight.
Suddenly the folly of what I had done dawned on me. I was lost. Timothy would wonder what had happened. He had been paying for the goods we had bought and suddenly I had darted away. And here I was … in this place alone …
Children were squatting on the pavement playing some game; they stopped to stare at me. There was a woman on a doorstep. She pushed the greasy hair back from her face and laughed at me.
Two men … little more than boys … were coming towards me.
“Can we ’elp yer, Miss?”
As I stepped back and they came forward, one slipped behind me, the other faced me.
I was filled with terror.
“Fanny!” I called.
But what was the use? She had disappeared. She could not hear me and she had taken no heed of me when she had.
One of the men seized my arm. He was leering at me.
“Good-looking gal,” he said meaningfully.
I shouted: “Go away. How dare you!”
And then I heard a voice.
“Angelet!”
It was Timothy. He took hold of the young man who was touching me and threw him to the ground. The other came at him but Timothy was too quick for him. They were spindly youths, ill-nourished, I could see. They were no match for Timothy.
“Angelet … what on Earth …” he began.
I pointed to the house. “Fanny,” I said. “She has gone in there.”
Timothy hesitated for only a second. Then he said: “Come on. We’ll go in.”
His face was grim. He took a firm hold of my arm and we went towards the hovel which I presumed was Fanny’s home.
We were in a dark passage which smelt of damp and decay. A door opened and a woman with a baby in her arms came out and said: “What do you want?”
“Fanny …”
She jerked her head. “Upstairs.”
We mounted the rickety staircase. The banister was broken and water was dripping through the ceiling.
There was a door at the top of the stairs. We opened it and were in a room. A piece of torn cloth had been put up across the window to serve as a curtain. There was a couch from which the springs protruded and which I presumed was used as a bed. But I hardly noticed the room because there was Fanny and with her the woman I judged to be her mother.
Fanny was wearing the blue merino which had lost its pristine freshness. She wore the ribbon in her hair. She looked ashamed and very unhappy.
“Fanny,” I said. “Why didn’t you speak to me?”
“You didn’t ought to have come,” she snapped.
“Of course I had to come.”
“Likes of you shouldn’t be here.” It was the old aggression.
“We had to come,” said Timothy gently.
“Fan,” said her mother. “You ought to go with ’em. You oughtn’t to of run away. I told yer.”
“I had to, didn’t I? ’Cause of ’im.”
Poor Mrs. Billings. I could see the wretchedness in her face.
I realized with a rush of gratitude to fate that he was not here and that raised my hopes.
Timothy said, “We want to take you back, Fanny. You were getting on so well.”
“That’s what I tole her,” said her mother.
But Fanny looked at us and scowled. I knew instinctively that it was because she was afraid she would cry and that would be the ultimate weakness.
“I tole her,” said Mrs. Billings. “Time after time I tole her. I said, ‘You go back to that Mrs. Frances, Fan. It’s best for you. You gotter get away.’ But she won’t. She’s always hoping he’ll kill hisself … fall down stairs or something. He did once.”
“Mrs. Billings,” said Timothy. “We want to take Fanny back. We were getting on so well. You can always come and see her at the Mission … or wherever she is. Mrs. Frances would like you to come with her, too.”
She shook her head. “I couldn’t leave ’im,” she said. “Not that.”
“And what of Fanny?”
“Fanny should go. I tole her … time after time …”
“There you are, Fanny,” I said. “Your mother wants you to come with us.”
“What about him?” said Fanny.
“Leave him to me,” said her mother.
“Mum, you come too. It’s ever so nice. They’re kind. Mrs. Frances and these two …”
“I can’t leave ’im, Fan, you know that.”
“But what he does! He’s a beast.”
“I know … but I can’t leave him.”
“But Fanny is coming with us,” said Timothy. “We won’t go without Fanny.”
“He mustn’t come back and find you two here,” said Fanny aghast.
“So, let’s go now,” I said. “Come on. Mrs. Billings, you understand. We want to help. Fanny was so happy with us. Please … it is important for her. Come and see for yourself. Mrs. Frances would find work for you. Come with us … both of you.”
Fanny was looking pleadingly at her mother.
There were tears in the woman’s eyes. She shook her head. “I’d never leave him. He’s me ’usband when all’s said and done.”
“Then we will take Fanny,” said Timothy firmly.
“Yes, Fan, you go,” begged her mother. “Go, girl. It’s what I want. It’s better you’re not ’ere. It’s better then. Strike me pink if it ain’t. I fret over you, I do. I’m all right on me own. Go, Fan. It’s what I want. It’s best for you.”
“Oh, Mum …”
“Come on,” said Timothy. “Mrs. Billings, thank you. Do remember. There will always be a welcome for you at the Mission.”
She nodded. “Take Fanny. It’s what I want for her. It’s a blessed relief to me … if she goes.”
“He’ll knock you about, Mum,” said Fanny hesitantly.
“You go. It’s what I want. It’s best for you … best for us all.”
Fanny was still wavering.
“It’s all right, Fanny,” I said. “You can do no good here. Your mother will come and see you and perhaps one day you can be together.”
I held her hand firmly and drew her to the door.
“I dunno,” she began.
“Oh yes, your mother is right. Mrs. Frances is right. She is always right, isn’t she? Come on.”
At last we took her away.
The journey back was horrifying. I had not realized how far I had come. I saw the old clothes shop with the second-hand clothes hanging outside the door, the under-nourished children, the cursed gin shops. People called after us. At one stage Fanny turned and stuck her tongue out at them. They laughed at us jeeringly. I think it might have been difficult if they had not known that we came from the Mission; and they had a certain respect for that place.
I wondered where the beast was drinking. … In the gin shop on the corner? What if we came across him? But we were safely past the shop now.
After a long walk we came to the Mission.
Frances’ joy at seeing us was great. But at first she gave her attention to Fanny, who went through the same washing process as before. The merino dress and ribbon were sacrificed to the flames and I promised that I would find another exactly like it. The red ribbon could be easily replaced.
While this was in progress we told Frances what had happened.
Timothy said: “I was paying the woman at the stall when I realized that Angelet had gone. I saw her running off. I left everything and hurried after her. I was just in time to see where she was going. I had no idea what it was all about at first because I didn’t see Fanny. Unfortunately Angelet had a fair start of me.”
“You should never have gone into those streets alone,” said Frances, “but I’m glad you did. God knows what might have happened to you.”
“Something might if Timothy hadn’t come up in time.”
“I arrived panting, to see her being accosted by two very unsavory-looking youths.”
“Just in time,” I said smiling at him. “He played the gallant knight and saved me. Then together we went into the house … if you can call it a house.”
“The living conditions are appalling. I hope we shall be able to do something about that in time. And you saw Mrs. Billings?”
“Poor woman. How can she? She should have come with Fanny. Why does she stay with the brute?” said Timothy.
“The answer to that,” replied Frances, “is involved with the complexity of human nature. Some people call it love. I’ve seen it happen again and again. They come to us almost battered to death. They ask for refuge. We give it to them. We nurse them back to health. We set them on the road to a decent life … and then … they go back to be battered all over again. It’s disheartening. But it is something in a certain type of female. While that exists we shall always be the weaker sex … because somewhere inside these women … they want to be dominated. It maddens me. Well, I can do nothing for Mrs. Billings. What we have to concentrate on is Fanny … and that, my dear, is what you are going to do. Bless you for bringing her back. I’ve vowed to myself that I am going to give Fanny a chance of a good life … and you have helped me more than I can say.”
She did a rare thing. She kissed us both and we kissed each other, Timothy and I. He took my hands and looked earnestly into my eyes. I believed then that he loved me.
There was a dramatic sequence to that adventure.
The next day the papers were full of it.
“Horrible Murder in Swan Street.”
I read it over breakfast and as I did so the significance of what had happened dawned on me. “Jack Billings returned home after a drunken spree and battered his wife, Emily, to death in their home. Mrs. Billings’ daughter by her first marriage, was by good fortune staying at the Mission run by Peter and Frances Lansdon, son and daughter-in-law of the well-known philanthropist Peter Lansdon.”
That was all.
I went at once to see Frances. She had heard the news.
“Thank God you brought Fanny here,” she said.
“I think Mrs. Billings’ death is probably due to the fact that Fanny left,” I said.
“It might have been, but there was bound to be something like this sooner or later.”
“What of Fanny? Does she know?”
“Not yet. I’m wondering what’s best to be done.”
Timothy arrived, having heard the news.
His first words were: “What of Fanny?”
“She doesn’t know yet,” said Frances. “I am considering what to do.”
“Would it be a good idea to get her away?”
“I think it might.”
“I could take her down to Hampton.”
“Oh, Tim … would you?”
“I don’t see why not. I’ve told my sister and the children about her. They’d be pleased.”
“I think that is an exciting idea. There will be lots in the paper. Fanny can’t read … but there’ll be talk. She’s very sharp. I want the shock to be cushioned when it comes.”
“Do you think Fanny would agree to come?” asked Timothy.
“I think she would with you. We’ll ask her. She is fond of you and you have won her confidence … particularly after the way you two went down there and brought her away.”
It was a new Fanny we saw—washed and shining. Her dress was a little too big for her but it was the best Frances could find among the clothes which had been donated to the Mission from time to time.
“Fanny,” said Frances, “Mr. Ransome wants to take you to his house in the country. Would you like to go?”
“I ain’t never been to the country.”
“Well, now is your chance to see it.”
“With ’im?” she said, pointing to Timothy.
“That’s right. It’s his home. He’s got two children … a girl and a boy. They’ve heard of you. You could help look after them.”
I could see that she liked the idea of looking after children.
“What about ’er?” she said nodding in my direction.
“I don’t live there, you see, Fanny.”
“Oh.” I felt flattered that she looked disappointed.
“Perhaps we could persuade Mrs. Mandeville to come and stay with us,” said Timothy.
“All right,” she said.
“I’ll tell you what we’ll do,” I said. “We’ll go out today and buy another merino dress … a blue one as like the other as we can find.”
“And a red hair ribbon?” she said.
“That too,” I promised.
And that was settled.
The next day Timothy took Fanny down to Hampton. I missed them very much and was surprised that some savor seemed to have gone out of my life.
But there was a letter from my mother. She was coming to London immediately and would be with us in two days’ time.
My mother was eager to know all that had been happening in London. I noticed how she kept studying me intently. I knew what she meant. She wanted to know how far my friendship with Timothy had progressed and whether I was happy.
I could not tell her because I did not know myself.
I thought increasingly of Ben and wished more than ever that I were at Manorleigh helping with the campaign.
I had enjoyed working at the Mission and little could be as worthwhile as that, but how I should have enjoyed doing all the things which Lizzie hated so much and which, presumably, Grace was helping her to do.
I thought it must be a most exciting life—but perhaps that was because it was Ben’s.
One of the first things Amaryllis did when my mother arrived was to invite Timothy to dinner.
“I know,” said Aunt Amaryllis, “that your mother is eager to hear how you helped that young girl.”
Then my mother had to hear the story of Fanny.
“You went into that dreadful place alone!” was her first comment.
“I didn’t think of it. I just followed Fanny.”
My mother shivered. “It was foolish of you.”
“But if I hadn’t what would have happened? It was all for the best. And Timothy was not far behind.”
“What a terrible thing! That poor woman … murdered.”
“It will, at least, be the end of that … monster,” said Aunt Amaryllis. “He’s guilty and everyone knows it. He admits it himself. He’ll hang.”
“And that poor child?”
“She’s with Timothy’s family at the moment.”
“Oh yes …”
It was clear that my mother had had a full report on Timothy’s family from Aunt Amaryllis.
“It was good of him to take her in,” said my mother. “I must say he seems to me to be a very kind person … working for the Mission and all that.”
“Oh, you know Frances. She insists that people come and then she makes them work.”
“Frances is wonderful.”
“Peterkin is a great help to all those people, too.”
“They are a wonderful pair.”
“I am so glad Timothy’s coming to dine. I do look forward to meeting him.”
When Timothy came it was obvious from the first that they took an instant liking to each other.
“I’ve heard so much about you,” said my mother, “and all that you have been doing at the Mission. There is so much I want to know about the poor child you rescued. I do think it was wonderful.”
We were at the dinner table with, as usual, Uncle Peter at one end and Aunt Amaryllis at the other. They were beaming like two benign gods who have settled the troubles of the world. I could see that they had decided that I should marry Timothy Ransome and live happily ever after. Why is it that other people’s problems are so easy to solve? It is only one’s own which are fraught with difficulty.
They talked of little but politics. It would not have been a dinner party at that house without that. My mother wanted to know how Ben was getting on and I noticed the pride with which Uncle Peter told her that he had a fair chance of beating his opponent.
“It is rather amusing,” said my mother. “You and Matthew on one side and Ben on the other.”
“It adds spice to the contest,” agreed Uncle Peter.
“Grace is being so useful,” said Aunt Amaryllis.
“She is a clever woman,” replied my mother. “I always thought that … from the day she came to us. Do you remember that day, Angelet?”
I said I did.
“And I gather she is looking after Lizzie … which is good of her. Poor Lizzie!”
“She ought to have married someone not quite so demanding,” said Aunt Amaryllis. “Well, at least she has Grace.”
“What about this poor child you rescued? Isn’t it dreadful about her mother and stepfather? What will happen do you think?”
“He will get his deserts,” replied Uncle Peter. “It’s a plain case of murder. It’s good publicity for the Mission, though, because the young girl was there when it happened. She might have shared her mother’s fate if she had been in her home.”
“How is she taking it, poor child?” said my mother.
“We haven’t told her yet,” explained Timothy. “She’s settling in quite happily. I don’t know what will happen when she does. She was devoted to her mother.”
“Poor, poor girl,” said my mother.
“We didn’t want her to think that her mother died because she, Fanny, left home.”
“She didn’t, did she?”
“Well, the stepfather didn’t want Fanny to go. He wanted the few pence she earned as a salesgirl to buy himself gin. Coming home drunk and finding Fanny gone he apparently attacked his wife and killed her.”
“We can’t be sure it was quite like that,” I said.
“In any case,” went on Timothy, “it would have happened sooner or later. He had ill-treated the poor woman often enough before. Fanny is liking the country.” He turned to me and smiled. “She looks quite different. The children like her. They think she is quaint. She was with their governess when I left them to come to town. I think she is a little put out because Fiona, who is so much younger than she is, can read and write. Fanny herself would like to do that.”
“So you will have her taught?” asked my mother.
“If she wants to. I am not quite sure what we should do for her. My sister Janet would train her as a parlormaid or something. I want to do the best for Fanny. She is unusually bright and intelligent. I was hoping to ask your advice.” He looked at me. “You understand her … you always did. I wish you would come down to Hampton and see her there.” He glanced at my mother. “Perhaps you would come with Angelet, Mrs. Hanson. My sister Janet would enjoy that.”
“I don’t see why not,” answered my mother. “I think it is an excellent idea.”
“It is not very far out of London.”
“We should enjoy it so much, shouldn’t we, Angelet?” said my mother.
I smiled and said we should.
Everyone was satisfied. The evening was going according to plan.
And so my mother, Rebecca and I went to Hampton, Timothy escorting us there. Rebecca was very excited. She already knew Timothy well and in her usual affectionate manner accepted him as a friend. She was elated at the prospect of visiting him, but a little sad because Pedrek was not one of the party.
Riverside Manor was a beautiful old Tudor house and, as its name implied, close to the river. It was the black and white type of building so typical of the period, with black beams and whitewashed plaster panels in between. The upper floors projected over the ground floor and in front of the house was a garden now full of chrysanthemums and dahlias. It must have been very colorful in the spring.
We stepped right into a typical Tudor hall with high vaulted ceiling, thick oak beams and paneled walls, where Janet Ransome was waiting to receive us. She was a tall woman with a spare figure and a certain severity of countenance. Crisp, neat and rather taciturn, I thought; but I was to discover that this exterior hid a kind and sentimental heart.
She looked at me keenly and I think very soon decided to like me; and I was very pleased that she did.
My mother was effusively complimentary about the house, said that houses fascinated her and that our own had been in the family for generations.
While we were introducing ourselves, there was a patter of feet overhead and the children came down—Fanny hovering in the background.
“Fanny,” I cried.
She came hurriedly to me and then stopped. “ ’Ello,” she said. “So you’ve come.”
“Fanny likes Hampton, don’t you, Fanny?” said Timothy.
“It’s all right,” said Fanny grudgingly.
“Oh, and this is Fiona.”
The bright-eyed little girl gave me a smile of welcome.
“And here’s Alec.”
Alec, a rather tall and gangling youth, shook hands rather awkwardly; and I felt I was going to like Timothy’s family. This was quickly confirmed.
Fiona immediately decided that it was her place to look after Rebecca. This greatly pleased her father, and Janet Ransome looked on approvingly.
Janet and Timothy showed us the house from top to bottom: the buttery, the laundry house, the great kitchens with their stone floors, big ovens and roasting spits.
“We don’t use these much now,” said Janet. “Thank goodness we don’t eat the gigantic meals our forefathers did.”
We went on our tour of inspection; the hall, the dining room with the delightful linen fold paneling, the long gallery with the portraits of the family, the tapestries on the dining room walls and the chair seats of needlepoint in rich shades of blue worked by some ancestress who had lived more than a hundred years before. There was the crown post room, the attics, and all the bedrooms, many with their four-poster beds which had been in the family for generations.
From the windows were views of the river and the gardens running down to it. There were a few stone steps leading to the water which they called the privy stairs: there were two boats, attached to posts there, in which one could row oneself up and down the river.
From the topmost rooms one could see Hampton Court, the famous palace which had once been Wolsey’s before he was compelled to make a present of it to his king.
It was a delightful place.
“I wonder you can bear to leave it,” I said to Timothy.
He looked a little sad. I supposed the place was full of memories. This was where he had lived with his wife. From these stables she had gone out one morning and had been carried back to this house on a stretcher—gone forever.
There was a portrait of her in the gallery—a pretty woman with a pleasant smile. I had guessed who she was before I was told.
My mother was delighted with our visit. She thought the place enchanting and the family delightful. I could see that she had decided that I could do far worse than settle down here.
In a few days I was feeling that I knew the house and its inhabitants very well indeed. Rebecca had settled in and her new playmates compensated for the loss of Pedrek. She was delighted with Fiona but I think she was especially fascinated by Fanny.
Fanny was obviously pleased by Rebecca’s preference; and when I saw Fanny with my daughter I believed she looked happier than I had ever seen her before.
“I like it here,” said Rebecca. “Are we going to live here?”
Her words startled me. I knew my family thought that marriage with Timothy would be the best possible solution for me, and now that I had met Timothy’s sister, I was sure that she too was not averse to the idea. Her home was in this house and she had been mistress of it, but I could see that kind of authority did not mean a great deal to her. She was absolutely devoted to Timothy and she firmly believed that he needed to marry again to enable him to recover from that devastating blow which the death of his wife had obviously dealt him.
I had not realized until I came to the house how deeply he had suffered and still was suffering, I believed. In my heart I guessed that no one could ever take the place of his first love, the mother of his children. But it would not surprise me if he asked me to marry him.
We went riding together. It was the only way to be by ourselves without interruption from some member of the family. I was not exactly taken aback when he pulled up his horse and suggested that we walk a little. He took my arm and we went down to the brink of the river.
It was November, but warm for the time of the year, and the bluish mist gave an air of mystery to the river and the big houses on the other side.
He said: “I expect you know what I am going to say, Angelet? It has been in my mind some time. Will you marry me?”
I hesitated.
He went on: “I love you, you know. I felt drawn to you from the moment we met and when you went chasing Fanny I was in such a state of panic and I saw how lonely I should be if I lost you.”
“Marriage is too serious a step to rush into,” I said.
“I agree. I have thought a lot about this. Have you?”
“I haven’t thought of marriage. I am not sure that I want to … yet.”
“Of course, we have not known each other very long, but we have been through some adventures together. When I saw how you cared about Fanny …”
“You cared very much, too. You have brought her here.”
“Yes, I do care about her. I think we could have a good life together.”
“Perhaps,” I said.
“I can see no reason why not. We know each other well. I admire you so much. The children are already fond of you. So is Janet. Rebecca has settled in. Your mother feels friendly towards me. It seems to me that it would be ideal.”
“Yes, it would be ideal from their point of view. But there is more to it than that, Tim. I think you are still in love with your wife.”
“She has been dead a long time.”
“She is the one … she will always be the one.”
“I can care for you, too. And you? You remember your husband. He must have been a wonderful character … just as my wife was. We were both lucky in our marriages … until we lost them, and both violently. That in itself draws us together. We can’t go on mourning all our lives, Angelet.”
“No,” I said. “But I am not sure yet, Tim.”
“That means you want more time to think.”
“Perhaps I do. You haven’t forgotten her … and I …”
“You mean we both really love someone else more …”
I nodded.
“It is hard to live up to the hero Gervaise was.”
I did not answer. When I had agreed that we each loved someone more I was not thinking of Gervaise, but of Ben which was absurd. I had an obsession with the man. He was continually cropping up in my thoughts. I was a fool to go on thinking of him. I should take this offer. It was second best for both of us. Surely it was a unique situation. I could wean him from his regrets for the loss of his wife; he would show me that there was no hope of a happy future for me while I thought of Ben.
It was sensible. It was reasonable. I contemplated the life we should have together in this gracious house. We could make a happy future for Fanny and the children. He would be a good and kind father for Rebecca. Our families approved. We would continue with our work at the Mission. I was a fool to turn away from it.
But I had not turned away. I knew that I would be foolish to. I saw so clearly that Timothy and I could make a good life together. But I wanted time to think … time to come face to face with myself and this obsession with Ben. How could I be so foolish? There was a man who had married for the sake of gold, who was ruthless, determined to succeed. How could such a man be capable of the love and devotion I could expect from Timothy? Besides, Ben was married.
I knew them both well enough to know that I could find a quiet and peaceful happiness with Timothy and nothing but storm and stress from Ben. Ben’s passion would be fierce. I did believe that he loved me, but he loved gold … and power more. Timothy loved me, too, but he loved his first wife more. In time, Timothy and I could grow close together; I was sure of that; we could lay the ghosts of the past to rest … perhaps. But can one ever compete with the dead?
I was in a quandary.
I fell back on the excuse. “I need time to think.”
He understood perfectly. He always would.
“We’ll wait,” he said. “Let things ride for a while and then I think you will come to see, Angelet, that we have much to offer each other.”
We rode thoughtfully home.
I sensed my mother’s disappointment because she had been expecting an announcement.
The very next day I said to Timothy: “I think we should speak to Fanny. There was something in the papers about the murder. Her stepfather is going on trial. The result is a foregone conclusion. I know she can’t read, but someone might say something to her.”
So we decided to tell her … together.
My mother and Janet knew what we intended and promised to make sure that we were not interrupted.
“We want to speak to you, Fanny,” I said seriously.
She looked from one of us to the other and I saw panic in her eyes. “You’re going to send me away,” she said.
“We’ll never do that,” said Timothy. “This is your home for as long as you want it to be.”
“Then what is it?” she asked.
“Your mother,” I told her. “She’s … dead.”
She stared at us. “When?” she said. “ ’E done it. It was ’im, wasn’t it?”
“Yes,” I told her.
Her face was contorted with grief. I went to her and put my arms round her.
“I’ll kill ’im,” she cried. “I will, I’ll kill ’im.”
“There will be no need for that, Fanny. The law will do it.”
She smiled. “Then they’ve got ’im.”
“They’ve got him,” I repeated.
“I wasn’t there,” she murmured. “If I had of been …”
I held her head against me. “No, Fanny. It was as well you weren’t there. She should have come to us.”
“She would stay with ’im.”
“It was what she wanted.”
“She shouldn’t ’ave.”
“People have to make their own choices in life. She knew this could happen and she stayed with him.”
Timothy had moved closer to us. He put his arms round us both.
“It’ll be all right, Fanny,” he said. “You’ll be here. Ours … completely now.”
“You won’t want me.”
“Oh yes we shall.”
“You got yer own … both of you.”
“We can always do with more,” I told her. “We’re greedy, Fanny, and we want you.”
“Do you reely?”
“We do indeed,” said Timothy fervently. “We want you to stay with us … we want that very much.”
“Why?” she asked.
“Because we love you,” I said.
“Garn,” she said. “Nobody never said that to me before.”
“We’re saying it now.”
Then suddenly she was crying—the first tears I had ever seen her shed. She clung to me … and then she reached out and included Timothy in the embrace.
At length she withdrew herself and dabbed angrily at her face. “Look at me. You’ll think I’m daft.”
“We think you are a very nice girl,” said Timothy.
Then I could see the tears coming again.
“It’s all right, Fanny,” I said. “We all cry sometimes, you know. They say it’s good for you.”
She just lay against me while the tears rolled down her cheeks. I wiped them gently away.
“I love her,” she said. “She was good to me. She was me mum.”
“I know.”
“I ’ate ’im. I always ’ated ’im. Why did she ’ave to? My dad was all right, he was.”
“Life is like that sometimes,” I said. “We have to take it and make what we can of it.”
“I like it ’ere,” she said. “I never thought you’d keep me. You’re funny, you two. I ought to be scrubbing floors or something. I wouldn’t mind. But I like being with the little ’uns. I like that Rebecca. She going to live here?”
Timothy pressed my hand.
“No, we live in London,” I said. “We’re just visiting.”
“But you will live here, won’t you? The two of you …”
She was almost pleading.
“You together … both of you. You’re all right. I like you … better even than Mrs. Frances. She’s some sort of angel, ain’t she … but you two … well you’re just … people. That’s what I like, see? I want to be with you both … and the children … and that little Rebecca.”
“It may well turn out that way,” said Timothy, looking at me.
She said slowly: “I’ll never see me Mum again. I can’t believe it.”
“It is terribly sad,” I said. “If only she had come away …”
“Will they hang him?” she asked.
“It seems likely.”
“I’m glad of that,” she said vehemently. “It makes me feel a lot better. He won’t be able to ’urt nobody no more.”
Then suddenly she turned to us and hugged us, first me and then Timothy.
He said: “We’ll work it out, Fanny. Don’t worry. I think we are all going to be very happy together.”
He took her hand and then mine; he held them in his own.
I felt then that, in time, I should be here with them both.
The Diary
WE WERE AT BREAKFAST next morning—my mother, Timothy, Janet and I. My mother had been glancing through the morning papers.
“Here is something that will interest you?” she said. “This is a real scandal sheet. It’s about Benedict Lansdon. It could mean that he is getting on so well in Manorleigh that he has got some people worried. It is scandalous the way they are allowed to print such things.”
“What do they say about him?”
She took up the paper and read: “ ‘Benedict Lansdon, charismatic candidate for Manorleigh, is creating quite an impression. It seems he is leaping ahead of his rivals. He is indefatigable … here, there and everywhere dispensing charm in exchange for the promise of votes. It is prophesied that for the first time in many, many years the seat will change hands. Benedict Lansdon has had a spectacular career before taking up politics. He is a golden millionaire—one of the few who struck lucky in Australia. Benedict’s luck came to him through his marriage which brought him the mine containing rich veins of gold. Mrs. Elizabeth Lansdon appears at all functions with her husband, but who is the elegant third? I can tell you. It is Mrs. Grace Hume, daughter-in-law of Matthew Hume, Cabinet Minister in the last Tory administration. Mrs. Grace is a staunch supporter of the party in opposition to her father-in-law. Rather a storm in the family teacup? Perhaps, but Mrs. Grace gives her fervent loyalty to candidate Benedict. It is Mrs. Grace who speaks to the press. Mrs. Elizabeth’s lips are sealed. Why does she appear with the sad look on her face? Is she worried about her husband’s chances with the Manorleigh voters? That seems to be rather unnecessary as things are going. Or perhaps is it because the elegant and ardent supporter of her husband should be such an intimate member of the household?’ ”
I felt myself growing more and more angry as my mother read on.
“What a horrible suggestion!” she said, laying down the paper. “Grace is only trying to help Lizzie. Poor Lizzie, what must she think?”
“I wonder what Ben thinks about it,” I said.
“Oh, he’d shrug it off. But it is very hurtful to Lizzie and Grace.”
“I always thought,” said Janet, “from what I have heard of Benedict Lansdon that he must be a very attractive man.”
“Did you know he is some sort of distant relation of ours?” asked my mother. “You’ve met Amaryllis and Peter. Well, Benedict is Peter’s grandson. It was a love affair before his marriage. Apparently Peter always looked after the family.”
Janet looked disapproving.
“Yes,” went on my mother. “It was irregular. Somehow people forgive Peter his indiscretions, don’t they, Angelet?”
I nodded.
“And he has done so much for the Mission. They wouldn’t have been half as successful there without him. Their activities could not have been so widespread. I’d like to know what Peter thinks of these paragraphs.”
“So you think they will affect Ben’s chances of getting the seat?” I asked.
Timothy said: “No. I shouldn’t think so for a moment. There is a good deal of this sort of thing going on at election time. I think people don’t take too much notice of it.”
I was thoughtful. I was shocked at the suggestion and scarcely listened to their comment. I was thinking of Lizzie, so inadequate, so scared of what had been thrust upon her, trying to face all those people; and of Grace who was able to talk to them with charm and efficiency.
Grace and Ben! Could there really be anything in the suggestion? Most women would admire Ben and it was a long time since Grace had become a widow. Lizzie had turned to Grace. Had Ben, too?
I thought then how foolish I was. I had had an offer of marriage and a peaceful life from a man whom I could trust and I was refusing it because of my feelings for someone who was out of reach and, in any case, of whom I should always be unsure.
My mother and I returned to London with Rebecca. The Ransomes were very reluctant for us to go. They came to the door to say goodbye as the carriage arrived to take us to the station. Fiona and Alec waved frantically. Janet said: “You must come again … soon.” Timothy was coming to the station with us and Fanny stood looking at me reproachfully. Rebecca burst into tears which was the most effective way of saying she had enjoyed the visit. We could only pacify her by telling her that we should be coming again soon.
At the station Timothy pressed my hand and said: “I shall see you at the Mission on Wednesday.” And we said goodbye.
On the way home my mother eulogized about their being such a charming family and how pleased my father would be to hear the result of our visit. She did look at me with slight reproach I knew because there had not been an announcement of my engagement to Timothy and they all gleaned that it was my fault.
So I traveled back to London between a tearful daughter and a rather disappointed mother; and I told myself once more that I had been foolish not to fall in with what everyone seemed to think was an excellent plan.
But there was still time.
The next night we were invited to the house in the square; and to my surprise Ben was there. Lizzie was not with him. She was resting, he said. Grace was with her.
I said: “I did not expect to see you. Shouldn’t you be charming votes out of the voters of Manorleigh?”
“There is time before polling day,” he said.
At dinner Uncle Peter talked about the piece in the paper. He waved it aside. “Just malicious gossip,” he said. “It shows they’re rattled, Ben, looking for stuff like that.”
After dinner when the men joined us in the drawing room, Ben made a point of coming over to me.
“I must talk to you, Angel,” he said.
“Well? Talk.”
“Not here. Could we meet somewhere?”
“What is it you have to tell me, Ben?”
“Let’s meet. Shall we say in the Park? Kensington Gardens … in the flower garden.”
“Do you think we should?”
“We must. Tomorrow, ten thirty.”
“But …”
“Please, Angel. I shall expect you.”
I slept little that night. I lay awake wondering what he would say to me.
I found him waiting impatiently. He rose as I approached and, taking both my hands firmly in his, drew me to a seat.
“What is it Ben? What’s happened?”
“It’s this Timothy Ransome.”
“What of him?”
“You have been visiting his house … with your mother.”
“Well, what of it?”
“It is rather significant that he should invite you with your mother. It seems to me that it is for one purpose. Have you promised to marry him?”
“No, I have not and, Ben, I don’t see …”
“That it is my business? It is my business, Angel. I love you. You and I were meant for each other.”
“But you are married to Lizzie.”
“That was because …”
“You don’t have to explain. I know only too well. You didn’t love Lizzie, but you loved what she could bring you. You knew there was gold on her father’s land and that was the only way you could get it. You did try to buy it at first, I know … I grant you that.”
“Stop it,” he said. “You don’t understand.”
“I understand, too well. I was there, remember.”
“It is all in the past.”
“But the effect is with us still.”
“I love you. I want you … you only. More than anything I want you. You were married to Gervaise. Life was cruel to us both. It was always too late. And now you are proposing to marry again. First you were married to Gervaise. Then I was married to Lizzie …”
“You are still married to Lizzie.”
“She might divorce me.”
“Divorce you? On what grounds? I remember you suggested that Gervaise and I might divorce. It seems to be a ready solution for you.”
“It is a solution.”
“Never. Think of your political career. Would you stifle it at birth?”
“I would do anything if we could be together.”
“Ben, you are being rather rash.”
“What I want to say to you is … wait. Don’t rush into this. Oh, I know he is a worthy man … full of virtue and good works … as I could never be. But could he love you as I do?”
“I really don’t think you should be talking like this.”
“I’m telling you the truth. I know that we are meant for each other. We shared that … incident together. It bound us to each other in some way. I should never have gone away. Oh … isn’t it illuminating? One can look back and see where one has gone wrong all along the line. I should have stayed with you then … until you were well. I should never have gone back to London. I should never have gone to Australia. I think it was something to do with that … which made me want to go. It was on my conscience too, Angel. I thought I would get right away. You see, you were only a child then. Had you been older, I should have known … and then, as soon as I saw you again, I did know but you were married to Gervaise then.”
“It is no use going over it. We are where we are today and that means that you are married to Lizzie. I am sure she loves you devotedly. She brought you what you wanted … the mine … money … power. It was what you had always aimed for. People have to pay for the things they want.”
“But such a price, Angel.”
“Remember the miners … the story you liked so much. They thought they need not go on paying and look what happened to them.”
“That is a legend. It has nothing to do with our case.”
“You can compare them,” I said. “Listen to me, Ben. You have a great deal. You have a career which you will enjoy. It stretches out ahead of you. Perhaps it is not everything you want … but it is a great deal.”
And I was thinking: I have Timothy. It is not everything I want … because I want Ben; but it is a great deal.
“I’ll never give up hope,” he said. “Have you promised to marry him?”
“No,” I answered.
“I thank God for that.”
“You have become very pious suddenly, Ben.”
“Don’t joke. This is too serious a matter.”
“How can it change, Ben?”
“I never give up hope.”
“I must go.”
“Wait a while.”
“I really shouldn’t have met you here. What about all this talk?”
“What talk?”
“That piece in the paper about you and Lizzie and Grace?”
“Oh that. That was just the enemy getting rattled.”
“Could it spoil your chances?”
“Sensible people will take it for what it is.”
“How does Grace feel about it?”
“Rather put out I’m afraid.”
“It seems … so horrible … just because she helps Lizzie.”
“I know. But most people take it for what it is.”
“So you are going to get in?”
“I hope so.”
“The first step along a dazzling career?”
“That is what you think of me, is it?”
“I know you, Ben.”
“Don’t give up hope, Angel. Something will be done.”
“I must go.”
“I have to get back to Manorleigh this afternoon.”
“I suppose you will be there until the election?”
“It looks like it.”
“Well, good luck, Ben.”
“There is one thing that matters to me more than anything else.”
I smiled at him ruefully and left him.
When I returned to the house Grace was there with my mother.
“I had to come and see you,” she said. “It is just a flying visit.” She smiled at my mother. “I heard you were in London and I told myself I must see you.”
“I was just saying to Grace how nice it is to be here and that I hope she will come to Cornwall when this election is over.”
“Thank you,” said Grace. “I should like to. But you can imagine how it is in Manorleigh just now. There is very little respite.”
“How is Lizzie?” I asked.
“Oh …” She frowned. “She is always tired. She doesn’t really like all this public life.”
“It rust be a terrible trial to her.”
“I help her all I can and she manages.”
“It’s a change from Golden Creek.”
“Indeed yes. I hear you have been doing wonderful things at the Mission. Your mother has been telling me about the poor girl whose stepfather is on trial for murder.”
“It’s a very sad case.”
“And Timothy Ransome has taken her in?”
“He is a wonderful man,” said my mother.
“He must be. And you have just returned from a visit to his place. Frances thinks a great deal of him, I gather. I always admire those people who give up so much of their time to good works.”
“Angelet has been doing her share lately.”
“So I heard. You’re rather friendly with Mr. Ransome, I believe.”
“Oh yes … we’re good friends.”
My mother was smiling a little complacently.
“I am lucky to have this work,” went on Grace. “It’s done a lot for me. I suppose you feel the same about the Mission. It can be lonely for a widow … on her own.”
“Well,” said my mother, “perhaps life will change for both of you.”
I did get a few words alone with Grace before she went.
She said: “Is it true that you are going to marry Timothy Ransome?”
“No. Who told you that?”
“I gathered it from the way they were talking … Amaryllis and your mother. They seemed to think that an engagement was imminent.”
“No … not imminent.”
She nodded. “It’s a big step … marriage. One needs time to consider it particularly when one has already experienced it. You realize how easily things can go wrong. It makes you cautious.”
“Yes,” I agreed.
“Well, Angelet, I wish you every happiness. I hope it works out well for you. I do know that Timothy Ransome is a very good man. People talk. And … good men are rare.”
Another, I thought, who wants to see me married.
She left that afternoon with Ben and Lizzie for Manorleigh; and the next day my mother went back to Cornwall.
I had just had breakfast and was in the nursery with Rebecca when one of the maids came round with a message from Aunt Amaryllis. Would I go to them at once.
Uncle Peter was there. He was preparing to leave. He looked white-faced and shocked—quite unlike himself.
“Oh, Angelet,” cried Aunt Amaryllis, embracing me, “I wanted to tell you before you heard elsewhere. The papers are full of it. Uncle Peter is going straight away to Manorleigh. He knows Ben will need his support.”
“What is it, Aunt Amaryllis?”
“It’s Lizzie …”
“Lizzie? Is she ill?”
“She’s … dead.”
“Dead!” I cried. “How? Why?”
“It looks like an overdose of laudanum.”
I clutched a chair. I felt I was going to faint.
Aunt Amaryllis was beside me, putting an arm round me.
“I’m sorry. I should have broken it more gently. We’re all so terribly shocked.”
“Tell me. Tell me all about it.”
“They found her … this morning … It was Grace who was the first. She went into her room and found her … dead.”
“Where was Ben?”
“He was in his room, I suppose. They had separate rooms, you know. There was the bottle beside her bed. Poor Lizzie …”
“I’m going down to see what can be done,” said Uncle Peter. “I’ll be in touch as soon as possible.”
He left us and Aunt Amaryllis said to me: “I’m going to get you some brandy. You look so shocked.”
“No thanks, Aunt Amaryllis. It’s just …”
“I know how you feel … I do the same. It’s so awful. That poor child … I don’t know what it means.”
She made me drink a little brandy, but I knew that nothing could stop the terrible thoughts which were crowding into my mind.
We sat there. Aunt Amaryllis was talking. Grace had gone in and found her. … Ben had sent a message to his grandfather at once.
“Peter will sort things out,” said Aunt Amaryllis.
How did one sort out death in such circumstances? I wondered. Surely that was beyond even Uncle Peter’s powers.
I don’t remember the next few days in detail. It was like living in a nightmare.
I went back to my house. Morwenna and Justin came to see me.
“This is terrible,” said Morwenna.
“The papers will have a field day,” added Justin.
“Yes,” I said. “They will.”
“This is a little different from the snippets of scandal we’ve had so far,” said Justin. “Is Grace still there?”
“Well, she was with them. She and Lizzie were great friends. She was such a help to her. Oh, poor Lizzie, she never wanted to leave Golden Creek.”
“I wonder if Grace will stay there,” said Justin.
“She’s been helping with the campaign. I suppose that has to go on.”
“It will be a hopeless cause now.”
“You mean …”
“Why, Angelet, you don’t think they would elect a man whose wife has just died in mysterious circumstances?”
“Mysterious circumstances …”
“It will come out at the inquest. No one can say till then. I wonder if Grace will stay. She can’t very well without Lizzie’s being there.”
“What does that matter?” I asked. “Lizzie is dead. I can’t believe it.”
I lived in a daze. There was one thought which kept coming into my mind. It was what Ben had said: “Don’t give up hope. Something will be done.”
Something had been done.
No. I would not believe that of Ben. He was vigorous in his pursuit of what he wanted. He had married for it. Would he murder for it?
There! I had said the word to myself. And now it haunted me and I could not get it out of my mind.
There was great anxiety in the family. We met and talked over the matter. They all said that Lizzie had been taking the drug to help her sleep. Some drugs were dangerous. It was easy to take too much.
Uncle Peter was staying at Manorleigh for the inquest.
We were all waiting for the outcome. That would either still our fears or make them realities.
We did not want to read the papers but we could not stop ourselves. They were full of the case. Everyone was talking of the sudden death of Mrs. Elizabeth Lansdon … wife of one of the candidates in the constituency of Manorleigh. She had been found in her bed by the close friend of herself and her husband … Mrs. Grace Hume, widow of the Crimean hero, grandson of Peter Lansdon the philanthropist. Why did they have to go into those details every time they mentioned them?
There were hints as to what might have happened. Mrs. Elizabeth was shy and retiring; she had given the impression that the life of a successful politician’s wife had little charm for her. It was her friend, Mrs. Grace, who had shone at the meetings; she it was who mingled with the people, kissed the babies and expressed general concern for the welfare of the voters … taking on the work and duties of the candidate’s wife.
Hints … all the time. I was amazed how the press enjoyed the hunt for sensation. They reminded me of a pack of hounds chasing a fox. Ben had angered them. He had been too clever, too successful they hated that. And now was their opportunity to destroy all that success.
We heard the result of the inquest before Uncle Peter came back to tell us about it.
We were all gathered together in the house in the square. Justin and Morwenna were with us. They said they felt like members of the family and wished to share our grief at such a time.
We heard the paper boys crying out in the street. “Inquest Result … Mrs. Lizzie Inquest. Read all about it.”
The papers were brought to us. In thick headlines it read: “Coroner’s Verdict: Accidental Death.”
We all breathed with relief. I was sure the others had feared what I had that it might have been “Murder by some person or persons unknown.”
Uncle Peter returned. Lizzie’s body was to be brought to London and she would be buried in the family vault. He told us all about it.
“What an ordeal! It seems that Lizzie had been in the habit of taking the stuff. It’s a dangerous habit. She should have been stopped. Ben didn’t know about it. That didn’t do him much good. It gave the impression that he was a neglectful husband.
“Grace was put through a lot of questioning. She was the great friend. Yes, she had known about the laudanum. No, she had not thought it necessary to inform Lizzie’s husband. She knew that Lizzie had difficulty in sleeping and was amazed how well and happy she was when she had a good night’s sleep. Grace had thought it was helpful … taken in moderation. She had had no notion that Lizzie might be exceeding the dose. In fact she had thought she took it only rarely. Then she told them how she had gone to see Lizzie that morning. They had already ascertained that Ben and Lizzie did not share a room. They didn’t like that very much. As a matter of fact at this time I was getting a little worried.
“Grace was good. An excellent witness. She said Ben was a kind husband and that Lizzie was very fond of him. The only thing Grace knew of that worried her was having to face people and do what was expected of her … not by her husband. He was always very gentle with her … but by others. Grace had always done her best to help her.
“They asked if Grace was aware of certain remarks which had been made in the press. Grace said she was. And how did they affect her? She ignored them, because they were nonsense and she knew that they were made by people who feared their candidate was not going to win the election. Mr. Lansdon had never behaved in any way which was not in keeping with the conduct of a gentleman and a good and faithful husband.
“Did she think that Lizzie would take an overdose deliberately, knowing the effect it would have? Grace said she was sure she would not. She could have been careless. She could have taken a dose and forgotten she had taken it and then … perhaps sleepily have taken more. She was forgetful. But, they said, she was aware of her inadequacies and worried about them to the extent that they gave her sleepless nights. Grace admitted this was true.
“ ‘In view of this,’ she was asked, ‘having made yourself her protector, did you think it wise for her to have the bottle close to her bed?’
“I must say Grace was magnificent. She was so cool. In my opinion it is she who is really responsible for the verdict. She replied that the idea had not occurred to her until this moment when it had been put into her mind. ‘It would never have occurred to me that Lizzie would think of taking her own life. In my opinion, knowing her well, it could only be that she took the overdose by mistake.’
“And so the verdict. Accidental death.”
The next ordeal was her funeral. She was to be buried in St. Michael’s churchyard, where other members of the London branch of the family were laid to rest. It was a short carriage drive from the house, but because of the publicity which had been given to the case, there were many people besides the family to witness the burial.
Poor Lizzie. She was more famous in death than she would have believed possible.
Ben was there, looking unlike himself, serious and very sad. I wondered if he was reproaching himself for marrying her in the first place and then neglecting her and planning divorce.
Grace was elegant in black, attempting, it seemed, to keep herself aloof. The crowd wanted to see her. I think some of them had made up their minds that she was “the other woman” in the case and for her Ben had murdered his wife. They wanted drama and if it was not there they determined to create.
As the coffin was lowered into the grave someone threw a stone at Ben. It hit him in the back. There was a scuffle, someone was hurried away, and the burial continued.
I watched sadly as I listened to the clods falling on the coffin and I threw down a bunch of asters which I had brought.
We walked away from the grave—Uncle Peter on one side of Ben, Aunt Amaryllis on the other. We went back to Ben’s grand house. It seemed like an empty shell now. We drank sherry and ate ham sandwiches in sorrowful silence.
Grace came and talked to me. She seemed calm.
“I blame myself,” she said. “I should have taken more care of her.”
“Blame yourself! Why, Grace, you were wonderful to her. She relied on you.”
“And I did not see what she was doing.”
Justin came to us.
“It is a relief that this is over,” he said looking at Grace.
She nodded.
“You did well,” he added.
I thought there was a faint hostility between them and for a fleeting moment it occurred to me that Justin may have believed the story that Grace was too friendly with Ben. Then it passed. It was nonsense. I was imagining this.
“I hope so,” said Grace. “It was rather alarming.”
“It must have been,” replied Justin. “Are you going back to Manorleigh?”
“Of course,” said Grace. “How could I not?”
“If you do, it might look as though …”
“Oh, all that nonsense!” said Grace. “Nobody believes that. It’s all party politics.”
“Of course,” said Justin.
Morwenna came over. “Oh dear,” she said. “I do hope Ben is not too depressed by all this.”
“Here he is,” said Grace. “He’ll tell you.”
Ben stood before us and for a few seconds his gaze held mine … at least I suppose it was only for a few seconds. It seemed more and I felt that everyone in that room must be aware of his feelings for me. Then he said: “What am I to tell?”
“I was just saying,” Morwenna explained, “that I hoped you were recovering from this terrible shock.”
“Yes, thank you,” he replied. “I am.”
“Shall you be going back to Manorleigh?” asked Justin.
“Yes … this afternoon. Very shortly, in fact.”
“I suppose it is the best thing … to get on with work.”
“It’s the only thing.”
Again I intercepted his gaze. It was full of pleading. I felt quite unnerved and in that moment I did not know what to believe. I said: “I think Aunt Amaryllis is trying to catch my eye. I had better go and see what she wants.”
It was escape. I felt I might have been acting rather strangely and that Justin, in particular, was aware of it.
I found Aunt Amaryllis. She said to me: “Oh, there you are, dear. You’ll stay, won’t you? Uncle Peter is hoping you will. They will all be gone shortly.”
Uncle Peter came up and pressed my arm.
“I wish Ben could stay a little while,” said Aunt Amaryllis. “It will be awful going back to that place and electioneering after this. Someone was saying it won’t do any good. It will need a miracle for him to get in now.”
“We are good at working miracles in this family,” said Uncle Peter.
“I do hope it works out for him.”
I was glad when it was over. I had a quiet meal with Uncle Peter and Aunt Amaryllis and then Uncle Peter walked me home.
I said to him: “What do you really think about all this, Uncle Peter?”
“I wish to God it hadn’t happened. It’s just the worst time for Ben.”
“Do you think people believe …”
“People like to believe the worst. It is more exciting than the best.”
“What’ll happen?”
“Ben won’t get in this time.”
“It will be a terrible disappointment to him. He has worked so hard.”
“He’ll survive. The luckiest thing is that the verdict was what it was. It might have been very unpleasant. We have to be thankful for that.”
He kissed me good night.
I went into the house but not to sleep.
Uncle Peter was right. There was no miracle, Ben did not win the seat.
Uncle Peter said: “It was hardly likely that he could.”
So there he was … defeated.
I said to myself: At least he is innocent of Lizzie’s death. If he had planned to kill her he would not have done so at such an important time.
I felt relieved at the thought.
Ben came back to London. Grace had now returned to her own home; but she was constantly at one of our houses. She said she would sort out Lizzie’s clothes and send some of them to the Mission. She took them there and had a long talk with Frances. She was becoming very interested in the Mission.
I saw Ben now and then.
Uncle Peter said he was disillusioned and was talking of giving up politics. “It will take him some time to live this down,” said Uncle Peter. “People don’t like this sort of thing to be attached to their Member. They think he should be beyond reproach, not committing the sins of ordinary people.”
I said: “Ben has committed no sin.”
“No, but his wife died in mysterious circumstances. They’ll reckon that, even if he didn’t murder her, she took her own life. They’ll say, Why was she so bemused as to take an overdose? It must be because she had an unsatisfactory home life. Constituents do not like their Members to have unsatisfactory home lives.”
Uncle Peter thought he should face it and not show himself to be in the least put out by failure. Perhaps next election they would give him a constituency up North where the people might be less aware of what happened.
Aunt Amaryllis did not give dinner parties for a while. The family was in mourning. But she did gather us all together though; and when she did, Grace, Morwenna and Justin were often of the party.
“I look upon you, my dears, as members of the family,” she told Morwenna and Justin. “I really don’t want strangers at such a time.”
So I saw Ben often. We talked a little, in snatches and quietly because usually there were others in the room. These conversations normally took place after dinner or just before while we were waiting to go to the table.
I asked him if he felt badly about the election and he said he had expected it would go that way.
“After all your work, Ben!”
“In politics or in life for that matter, everything can change in a week. I knew as soon as it happened that I was sunk.”
“You will fight again?”
“I expect so. But it takes a long time for them to forget.”
“By the next election perhaps?”
“Then there will be someone to bring it up … refurbish it … dress it up as new, I daresay. It will cling, Angelet. I wish I could have done something. It was my fault. I just ignored her. I should have explained. It is too late now.”
“Time will pass and it will be better.”
“I keep thinking that all the time. Then we can start again … you and I.”
“I couldn’t talk about that now, Ben.”
“Perhaps not … but later.”
Grace came over to us.
“I hope I am not interrupting,” she said brightly.
“Oh no,” I told her.
“You seemed in deep conversation.”
“No … we were just talking … idly …”
I looked up and saw Justin. He was looking at us very intently. I smiled and he came over; and the conversation turned to generalities.
The next morning to my surprise Justin called. He was carrying a small parcel.
I wondered why he had come so early in the morning. We were in the sitting room—just the two of us.
He said: “I wanted to see you rather specially, Angelet.”
“Yes, Justin, is something wrong?”
“No … not just now.”
“You mean something might be? Morwenna?”
“No, not Morwenna. She doesn’t know I’ve come.”
“You are being very mysterious, Justin.”
“I don’t know how to say this or where to begin. It’s just a hunch I have. It’s just something I feel you ought to know. I never thought to tell you … or anyone … but since Gervaise did what he did for me … at such a time when we were not even friends … I have felt I owed you something. I’ve wanted to look after you for his sake. I’m not a very admirable character, as you know, but I really think that changed me. It’s because of that …”
“Justin, this is getting more and more mysterious. Why don’t you say it outright?”
“I will. But first I want you to read this. Then … when you’ve read it, I’ll talk to you.”
He put the package into my hands. “What is it?” I asked.
“It’s a diary. I’ve had it for some time. Read it … and when you have read it, we must meet again and I will tell you what I am afraid of. You wouldn’t believe me … until you read that and then I think you would understand a good deal.”
“A diary? Whose?”
“Angelet, I must ask you not to show it to anyone. Will you promise?”
“Of course, but …”
“Take it to your room. Wait till tonight. Read it when you are quite alone. That is very important,”
“I am very puzzled, Justin.”
“I know. But just do as I say. Take it straight to your room. Lock it away and when you retire tonight and can be sure of being quite alone, read it … and when you have read it I will come and see you and tell you why I am behaving in such an extraordinary way.”
“Why can’t I look at it now?”
“Someone might come in. You would be interrupted. Please, do as I say. Promise me, Angelet.”
“All right. I’ll promise.”
“Thank you. I’ll go now. I’ll come tomorrow and we’ll talk.”
Then he left.
I looked at the parcel and was greatly tempted to open it, but having given my promise I took it to my room and locked it in a drawer.
Really Justin was behaving in a very odd manner.
I retired early that night and as soon as I was alone I unlocked the drawer and took out the package. Stripping off the paper I found a diary. I glanced at the dates at the top of each entry and the small neat handwriting.
I undressed, got into bed, and began to read.
On the flyleaf was an inscription: “For Mina with love from Mother.”
Mina presumably was the owner of the diary.
January 1st: I found this diary when I was getting ready to leave, and I remembered that last Christmas Mother had given it to me. She had said: “Write in it, Mina.” Then you can look back on your life at this time in years to come and it will seem as though it is happening to you now.” I thought I would, but I didn’t. And now she is dead and I have to leave here and start a new life. I think it might be interesting. What to write about is difficult to know. So much will be just not worth recording. I shall see how it goes. This is my first entry and it seems I am telling myself things I already know. I don’t suppose I shall continue. I am just starting because it is all new and I am leaving here and have to earn my own living. Mother never wanted that, but the little she was able to leave is not really enough to live on. I don’t want to scrimp and scrape all my life. Besides, what would ever happen to me here? I had to take this job with the Bonners, for the only thing a woman can do when she has to earn a living and she is in my position, is to be a governess. I shall look upon it as an adventure and if it is intolerable I shall not be completely penniless. I can look for something else. So this is a start.
The next entry was a week later.
January 8th: Something worth writing. Here I am installed in Crompton Hall, Crompton, near Bodmin, Cornwall … a rather eerie sort of place and the Bonners are rather impossible. But they amuse us … Mervyn and me. I suppose I ought to record our meeting. I thought it was a coincidence at first that we should meet on the way to the Bonners’ but as we were traveling on the same day it was quite natural that we should meet, because the little branch railway line is not used by many people. It is more like a toy railway than a real one—though it is the pride of the local inhabitants’ lives. It was snowing when I boarded the little train. There were only three other passengers. It was late because the main line train had been delayed. The little train was waiting for its arrival, I was told. Two of the passengers were a middle-aged couple; Mervyn was the other. I liked him from the moment I saw him. He helped me with my bags and soon we were facing each other in the carriage. I remember the conversation:
“What a day for a journey!”
“It is winter.”
“Still, it could have been better than this. Are you going to Crompton?”
“Yes, are you?”
“Yes. I was wondering if I should be met.”
“You are staying there, are you?”
“I’m going as governess … to Crompton Hall.”
He started to laugh. He had beautiful white teeth.
“I’m going to Crompton Hall … as tutor.”
We stared at each other in disbelief.
I thought: Now this is something to put into the diary.
That journey was quite exciting. It was long because there were so many delays on the line. I didn’t mind in the least. I wanted it to go on and on. He told me about himself. He was alone in the world—no parents. They had spent all they had on educating him and now here he was forced to earn a living and fully equipped to take the post of tutor to “a young gentleman in the country”—“as he was described to me,” he said.
I told him I had nursed my widowed mother for years—I being the only child. She had had an annuity which had made living comfortable enough, but when she had died there was little else. Like him, I had received a good education so I was equipped to be a governess to “a young lady in the country.”
By the time we had arrived at Crompton we were good friends and much of the apprehension I had been feeling was gone as we mounted the dogcart sent by our obliging employers; and we were conducted to Crompton Hall.
The next entry was:
February 3rd: Mother would scold me if she knew I had neglected my diary. She herself had been a great diarist, but when I looked over it after her death all it contained were things like: “Not so well today,” or “Poured with rain all morning.” I thought that such details were not really worth recording. In this book I shall write only what I feel to be significant in my life. And I feel it is beginning to be fraught with significance.
It is all due to Mervyn. How lucky I am that we should be here together. Even during our meeting on the train I felt this and so did he, I believe. We could laugh together over our employers. The Bonners were not Cornish. They had settled here only about five years before, and they were regarded as foreigners in the community, although they did not seem aware of it.
They think they are the lords of the manor. They don’t seem to understand that to be regarded as such they would have had to live here for at least a hundred years. The servants despise them; so do the villagers. The Bonners are not gentry and there are no snobs like their kind. They are accepted by the doctor and the solicitor, the neighboring squires and of course the vicar: “dear bumbling old Rev,” as Mervyn calls him. “He is the good shepherd and we are all his sheep, old and young, poor and nouveau riche.” We have a lot of fun laughing at them all. The children are nonentities. They have to remember that they are a lady and a gentleman now with a tutor for Master Paul and a governess for Miss Jennifer. “How many families run to that!” as my employer would say. “Most of them would have only one for the two, but brass is meant to be spent to get the best for the family.” That is Squire Bonner’s policy; and it suits me very well for it brings Mervyn and me close together.
Mervyn has convinced the Bonners that the children should ride. It is part of their education. He is wonderful on a horse. I never rode much. I didn’t have the opportunity. He is determined to teach me. He takes me out with the children, of course, and as Master Paul and Miss Jennifer enjoy that, Bonner mère and père think it is a good thing. They are fast climbing up the social ladder and the saddle is yet another step.
The reason I am writing today is because silly little Gwennie Talbot said to me: “I think the tutor be sweet on ’ee, Miss.”
I blushed which made her titter and I pretended to be annoyed. I said: “Don’t be impertinent, Gwennie.” But I was pleased. People are noticing. So that seemed worthy of an entry in my diary.
March 1st: I really am no diarist. It is only rarely that the urge comes over me to write. I suppose life has been going on in the same way all these weeks. But I have never been so happy and it is wonderful and all due to Mervyn. Each day I get up with a feeling of exhilaration. It is love, I suppose, and what is so exciting is that we are both under the same roof.
We are sometimes invited to dine at the Bonner table—the reason being that they are short of guests and we are educated—far better than our employers, I am glad to say—and we are of use to make up the numbers. This amuses us. Mervyn always has a great deal to say about the people who visit us. He is observant of human nature and can be so amusing in a wicked sort of way. I tell him he is very cruel.
A few evenings ago the vicar came and brought with him some connection of his family—not a nephew—farther away than that … a sort of second cousin, I imagine. The young man, it seemed, was a ne’er-do-well. He was rather good-looking … quite handsome in fact. His name is Justin Cartwright.
When I read that I started. It was like a physical blow.
Justin! Then something else struck me. What was the name of the man we had thrown into the pool? Mervyn Duncarry. Mervyn was not a very common name. I had been wondering why Justin had thought it necessary for me to read the diary of a strange young woman named Mina. This was now taking on some significance.
I returned to the book.
He is staying with the vicar. I think he may have been in some sort of trouble. I quite like him. So does Mervyn.
March 6th: The greatest day of my life. Mervyn told me he loved me. We shall get married one day. But it is not easy for a tutor and a governess. But still … all that is to be considered later. We shall have to make plans. I am quite blissful and can think of nothing else.
March 30th: Today we rode into Bodmin. We made the excuse that we had to get some books for the children’s lessons and they were left in the charge of servants so we had the day to ourselves.
I have never been so happy before. I laughed when I remembered how apprehensive I had been about coming to this place and when I think of the happiness it has brought me, from the moment I stepped into that little branch line train, I cannot believe my good fortune.
“We are going to buy a ring,” said Mervyn. “It’s a pledge.”
“I want to buy a ring for you,” I replied. “There shall be one each.”
“Have you got the money?”
“Not much.”
“Nor I.”
We rode into Bodmin and left the horses at an inn where we had a glass of cider and a sandwich. Even the most ordinary food tastes like ambrosia when one is in the state I am in. We went to look in a jeweler’s shop. It had to be gold. The prices were beyond us. Then I had this idea. Why didn’t we buy one ring. He could wear it one week and I another. We hugged each other. So we went in and bought a gold signet ring which we could just manage with our combined money and we had our initials engraved inside: M.D. for him and W.B. for me.
I felt sick. I saw it again. The pool from which I could never escape. The ring I had found. I had given it to Grace and she had flung it into the sea.
“Wilhelmina,” he said, for he always calls me by my full name. He said it sounds important. Wilhelmina is grand. Mina is just ordinary. “Wilhelmina, with this ring I make you mine for as long as we both shall live.” I was so happy. I had never dreamed there could be such happiness. How we laughed over the ring. It was big for me. I could only wear it on my forefinger; and it went onto his little finger. We would later carry out our first intention. There should be two rings—one for him and one for me … and we should always wear them because of what they meant to us.
April 5th: I suppose one cannot exist forever on the top pinnacle of happiness. I understand how Mervyn feels. Perhaps I shall give way … in time. But I can’t just … lightly forget my upbringing, I suppose.
My mother and I were very close to each other, and although when she was so ill I sometimes lost patience with her, that did not mean that I did not love her very much. I always thought of her so wise. And she used to say, “A bride should go to her husband a virgin. I did, Mina; and I know it will be the same with you. It must be. I could never rest happy if it were not so. It is a sin, Mina.” I had said, Yes, it was and I promised her that I would be pure and virginal until my wedding day. It must have been in both our minds that living as I did it was hardly likely that there would be a wedding day, so it had been easy for me to give that promise. But now Mervyn was urging me. He seemed to have changed. He was fierce … even angry. He wanted to come to my room at night. My room was next to Jennifer’s. I wondered what would have happened if she had awakened in the night and come to me for something, which she might well do. I imagined being dismissed with ignominy … both of us. I was sure the Bonners would take a very virtuous stance in such matters.
So I said: “No. We must wait until we are married.”
“When will that be,” demanded Mervyn, “in the position we are in?”
“I thought we should wait. Make plans. Even tell the Bonners. They might allow us to continue working after we were married.”
He said he did not think they would. Nor did we want to be here all our lives.
“What else could we do?” I asked.
“We could get away from here … to a little place of our own.”
“And do what? We couldn’t live on my income.”
“We’ll do something. In the meantime … I want you, Wilhelmina. This is torment for me … being under the same roof.”
I should have been delighted that he cared so much, but there was the ghost of my mother and my puritanical upbringing holding me back. I wanted to give way, yet I was afraid and I felt I should never be quite happy if I did. Mervyn was so angry. I had never seen him so angry before. He was a different man.
April 15th: There is a rift between us. Sometimes Mervyn will take me so tightly in his arms that I could cry out with the pain of it. I am a little afraid. He looks so fierce and angry and different. I almost give way … and then I see my mother and I am afraid. She had talked to me about deserted women and unwanted babies. She said, “You see, they believe in these protestations of eternal love. And then they find they have been tricked.”
I can’t believe Mervyn would trick me. We truly love each other. I was wearing the ring all last week. He has it now. He was quite violent this evening. I was so upset. It was after dinner. He was with me when I was going up the stairs. He began urging me … even more insistently than usual.
I said: “Don’t talk so loudly. Someone will hear.” He threw me from him. I almost fell. Then I ran up to my room. I think if he had come after me I might have given way. But he did not come. Later I heard him leave the house. I am realizing that I am a little frightened of him. I did not know that he could be so vehement. He is like a different man.
I could not sleep. So I am writing in my diary.
April 16th: This is terrible. Everything I have dreamed of is gone like a soap bubble which the children blow with their clay pipes. I did not hear him come in last night though I sat for a long time at my window. I cannot believe I dozed. I was so upset. I kept going over that scene. I kept saying to myself, It is because he loves me so much. This morning he was very subdued. His eyes were shadowed.
He said to me: “I’m sorry, Wilhelmina.”
I said: “It’s all right. I understand. Let’s get married … no matter what we have to arrange afterwards.”
“Let’s do that,” he said. “Oh, God, Wilhelmina, if only we can get away from this to a life of our own. We’ll do anything. We’ll make plans right away.”
I was happy again. He understood. Everything would be perfect.
April 16th, afternoon: Two of the village children playing in the woods found the body. It was a girl aged about ten years—one of the children from the village. She had been sexually assaulted and strangled. I was very shocked of course. I didn’t realize then that it was anything to do with us, until they came to the house asking questions.
Mervyn knocked on the door of my room. He said, “I want to get away. I can’t stay.”
I was astonished. “Why not?” I said.
“It is necessary,” he said. “I can’t stay.” His eyes were wild. He had that mad look again.
Gwennie was at the door. She said: “They want you to go down to the drawing room, Mr. Duncarry.”
April 16th, evening: I cannot believe it. They have taken him away. Someone saw him coming from the woods last night and they have found a bloodstained jacket in his room. So … they have taken him away.
April 20th: I have not been able to write since. There is a black pall over everything. They are holding him on suspicion. Mrs. Bonner goes round bleating about the dangers. They had him in their house! We might all have been murdered in our beds … and when she thought of her daughter she was so overcome with fear and relief that they had him under lock and key.
I was bitter. I have tried not to believe it. But I do. I know it is true. I have dreamed a wild, impossible dream. Life could never be as good to me as I had for a brief while thought it might. When had I ever had good luck? I was bitter and angry with life. I had lost my lover. Suppose I had given way … he would never have come upon that child … he would never have felt that overwhelming lust which made him forget everything but that he must satisfy it. But there would have been other times perhaps … How could Mervyn do that? But what did we know of people … ordinary people who can suddenly turn into monsters of depravity driven by some incomprehensible sexual urge?
April 30th: I love him and I have discovered that whatever he has done, I love him. I will take care of him in future … if he comes out of this. But how can he come out of it? They will find him guilty. They will hang him. I shall have lost my lover forever. I believe I can help him. I believe I can save him. I could reason with him. I could make him explain to me. What I want more than anything is a chance to do this, to bring him back to a normal life, to do the things we planned to do before this happened. How could such a man as Mervyn … so amusing, so charming … behave like that? How could he suddenly change? It must have been a brain storm … a momentary attack … like an illness. And I had refused him … and because of that … Oh, I could cure him, I know I could.
May 1st: The papers are full of it. They all write of him with hatred. I cannot stay here. I told Mrs. Bonner that I was too shocked. I had regarded him as a friend. For once she understood. I said I had to get away. I gave her my notice. I would leave in a month. She would find someone else. It had been a terrible blow. She would never have another tutor. She would have a governess for both of the children. If I cared to take that on … I said, “No, I must get away.” I do not know what I shall do.
May 13th: He is going on trial for murder. It is a foregone conclusion. They have already proved his guilt. The papers have raked over his past and found that he was involved in another inquiry concerning the death of a girl in similar circumstances. Nothing was proved against him and he had gone free. If he had not, suggested the paper, would little Carrie Carson be alive today? He will die and that is more than I can bear. They are going to allow me to see him.
May 20th: I have been to Bodmin Jail. It was not easy to talk to him. There were people watching all the time. He talked in a low voice.
He said: “Help me. I’ll get away before the trial … We’ll be together ever after … We’ll get out of the country. Bring me something … a knife … bring me a knife … I’ll fight my way out. We’ll go away. Think about it. I love you, Wilhelmina, I’ll always love you.”
I said: “I’ll always love you, Mervyn.”
May 29th: Tomorrow I am leaving. I have made my plans. I shall get down to the coast. I think it would be a good idea to get a post not far from the prison. I shall be able to see him and tell him where. I am quite excited. I am making all sorts of plans. I am glad I kept this dairy. I shall always know how I felt … at the beginning … during those wonderful, wonderful days. It is something I shall want to live through again and again. I have seen clearly that I love Mervyn no matter what he has done. I suppose that is true love. I cannot lose him. I shall do everything I can to help him escape from prison and when he does he will know how much I love him. It will show him more than anything else ever could. I will cure him. I will. I know I can. I know he is not evil … deep down. People in the past were possessed by devils. That is what has happened to Mervyn. I am going to look after him. I am going to make him the man he was intended to be and we shall live happily ever after somewhere right away … perhaps out of England and in time we shall forget all this.
There the diary ended.
I was very thoughtful. I slept little that night. I could scarcely wait for Justin to call next morning.
He came as he had said he would.
“Why did you give me this to read?” I asked.
“Because I thought you might be in danger.”
“This diary …”
“I must explain. I was passing the house when she was leaving. I went to say goodbye to her. She shook hands with me and said she wanted to get away after all that had happened. She looked ill and shocked. I had guessed there was something between her and that man. She was getting her bags into the dogcart. No one was helping her so I gave a hand. When she had gone, I found the diary lying at my feet. It had evidently fallen from one of her bags. I picked it up and looked at it. I saw what it contained and decided I would keep it. You’ve guessed who she is?”
I nodded. “Grace,” I said.
“Exactly.”
“I remember how you spoke to us in the park when you called her Wilhelmina Burns.”
He looked at me very seriously for a few seconds. “It has cost me a great deal to tell you this,” he said. “I am afraid I don’t come out in a very good light. I wouldn’t like Morwenna to know. I do trust you. You never told about my cheating at cards.”
“What good would that do? It would only hurt her.”
“Thanks, Angelet. I’ll make a clean confession. I was living by the cards.”
“Cheating at them, you mean?”
“Winning eighty per cent of the time. One lost a little to win confidence.”
“I see. It was a profession with you.”
“I was the ne’er-do-well relation of the vicar of Crompton. I used to go round visiting houses like that once, but there comes an end to that sort of thing. So I came to London. Then I saw Wilhelmina in the park. I recognized her at once. Of course, she was living under a different name. Miss Grace Gilmore. I think her name had been mentioned once or twice in the papers when there were a few details about the house where Mervyn Duncarry was working. She obviously did not want to be connected with that. Well, I met her in the park. I told her I had the diary. She was very upset. I asked her about you and Morwenna. The truth is I blackmailed her. I knew her connection with the murderer. He’d got away … and she had helped him. She was very frightened and I was getting tired of the life I was living. One slip and you are finished forever … blackballed from all the London clubs. It hadn’t happened but it was always a possibility. I wanted a more secure living. Marriage with an heiress seemed a good plan. She told me about Morwenna’s parents and her unsuccessful season. I liked Morwenna from the start, I really did. It was easy to see she was innocent … gullible.
“Oh, how could you!” I cried.
“I’ll make no excuses. I was like that. But let me tell you this, Angelet, I’m changing. I want to be different … respectable … I want to be what Morwenna thinks I am. And then there is the boy.”
“So that little incident … the boy with the purse … that was arranged?”
He nodded.
“And then your courtship? The elopement?”
He nodded again.
“I suppose you thought an elopement was the best way. Once you were actually married they would have to accept you. You didn’t want long preliminaries which might result in inquiries.”
“I know I’m unworthy but I swear to you that I love Morwenna and the boy. I’m trying, Angelet. I haven’t touched the cards … well only once or twice … since that showdown with Gervaise. But I am changing. I’m different. I like my work. I like my parents-in-law. I want to be a good husband and father. Morwenna thinks I am that already … so perhaps I’m almost there.”
“I think you are, Justin. You must forget the card sharping. It won’t do any good for anyone to know about it.”
“That’s what I think. I want to forget my past. I’m trying and I want to be what Morwenna thinks I always have been.”
“And what of Grace … Wilhelmina …”
“She’s a strong woman.”
“Why did you show me the diary?” I asked. “Why didn’t you give it back to her? What has she done? I’ve read it. All she did was love this man.”
“Why did she change her name?”
“Because she wanted to get away from all that.”
“She settled in I gathered and beguiled you all. She went to the Crimea.”
“She was a nurse. I have the utmost admiration for those women.”
“She went out to marry rich Jonnie and she came back comfortably off.”
“It was a legal marriage. Uncle Peter checked on that. There is no reason why she should not forget her past … as you will.”
“They discovered the body of that man in the pool, remember?”
“I do remember,” I said vehemently.
“How did he get there? How did he die? It was so near the place where she was staying.”
I did not answer.
He went on: “Enough of him. He’s out of the picture. She’s a clever woman … a scheming woman. She has some money now … not as much as she would like. She is looking for a rich husband. She wants to be a social hostess. I can see it clearly … I was interested in her the moment I saw her. You know whom she has her eyes on now, don’t you?”
“Whom?” I asked faintly.
“Ben Lansdon.” He looked at me ironically. “I’ve observed a lot. One has to in the card business. You have to know how people react and you play accordingly. I’ll tell you what I know about Ben Lansdon.”
“What?”
“That he is interested in someone else.”
“Who?”
“I think you know. Hasn’t he told you? He’s obsessed by you … and his wife takes an overdose …”
“What are you suggesting?”
“That I don’t think she took it herself.”
“Oh … no!”
“Simply that it was given to her. She was inconvenient.”
“I don’t want to hear any more of this, Justin. It’s pure supposition. It’s unfair. You don’t know anything.”
“I think she was murdered.”
“No … no. It was accidental. The verdict …”
“Verdicts are not always the truth.”
“Justin, what are you leading to?”
“That two people might have killed her. One, her husband who is in love with another woman and who must have found her a great encumbrance. Two, the other woman who had plans to marry her husband.”
“I think this is nonsense.”
“It might not be. I don’t think Ben Lansdon would commit murder. He’s too clever for that. He wouldn’t hate her. He wouldn’t hate anyone to that extent. He is one of those men whose conduct is not always exemplary—like my own—but they can be a little more kindly than the wholly virtuous sometimes are. He didn’t want Lizzie as a wife, but he had an affection for her. That was clear to me. But what of Wilhelmina/Grace? Now that is another matter. She has been ingratiating herself with the family, hasn’t she? I can tell you how desperately she wants to be Mrs. Benedict Lansdon.”
“What you are saying is horrible. Grace … a murderess! I won’t believe it.”
“Of course, I might be wrong. But I just wanted to warn you. You see, you are next in line of fire. You can be sure Wilhelmina knows of Ben’s feelings for you. And if you were not there, in a little while … well, she was wonderful to Lizzie, wasn’t she? He would appreciate all the help she gave him at the election. She’s clever. If she hadn’t such a rival, she could have a good chance of success.”
“It’s nonsense, Justin.”
“Maybe, but it is a possibility. That was why I wanted you to see the diary … because you should realize you are dealing with a woman of some purpose. She is strong. She manipulates. And Lizzie died so conveniently.”
“But why would she have killed her then? It spoilt his chances at the election.”
“People like Wilhelmina take the long view. If the moment was ripe … she would seize it. This is conjecture, true. But I tell you because I think you ought to know.”
“I suppose I must say Thank you, Justin. But I don’t believe it. I just don’t believe it.”
He bowed his head and lifted his shoulders.
“I’ve done my best,” he said.
Enlightenment
I WAS TORMENTED BY fears and doubts. What I had discovered through Justin unnerved me. I could not get Lizzie out of my mind; and I felt I should never know peace again.
Someone had killed her. My greatest fear was that it might have been Ben. I told myself again and again that if he had intended to kill her he would not have done so at such a time. If he were really so cynical as to marry her for a gold mine and then discard her when she was in the way, he would not have chosen to do it at such a time when he would know it would put an end to his ambitions for a parliamentary career. That was a thought I clung to. Then another idea came to me. Ben was clever. Perhaps he had deliberately chosen such a time because he knew that thought would occur to others.
I could not believe it. He was ambitious, ruthless perhaps … but he had always been kind and courteous to Lizzie. He could never have planned cold-bloodedly to murder her.
Then there was Grace. I could not think of her as Wilhelmina. What did I know of Grace? I thought of her as she had been when she had arrived at Cador … “looking for work,” she said … arousing compassion in my mother and me, and all the time she was involved with a murderer, in love with a murderer. What was she doing in the neighborhood of Cador … and why did he come there? There was so much mystery surrounding her and although I had heard a great deal from Justin, there was much that was not clear to me.
And if neither Ben nor Grace was guilty … then was it Lizzie herself? Did Lizzie find her life so intolerable that she took it?
Whichever way I looked there was no peace.
Timothy came to see me. He took my hands and kissed me gently on the forehead.
“My dear Angelet,” he said. “I have thought of you constantly. This is a terrible tragedy.”
“Thank you, Tim,” I said.
“There is nothing I can say except that you have my heartfelt sympathy. We miss you very much.”
“You mean at the Mission?”
“There and elsewhere. Fanny talks of you constantly, and she is always asking when you are coming down.”
“How is she getting on?”
“Splendidly. She is learning to read and write. She could not bear that Fiona should be able to do it and she but a child. So Fiona started to teach her. They are very good friends already, those two. Now Fanny is there with the governess in the mornings. She is making rapid progress. She is a very bright girl.”
“Does she know that her stepfather is dead?”
“No. We didn’t tell her. It isn’t necessary … just yet. If she asks we shall tell her. I don’t think she will shed any tears for him.”
“Does she still talk of her mother?”
“No. But she is sad at times and I am sure she is thinking of her. We must expect that. She can’t get over it all at once. But things are working out well. She is really very fond of the children. I think she is fond of us all. But you know Fanny. She is not one to betray her emotions. They are there all the same.”
“You have done a wonderful job with her, Tim.”
“You helped. When I think of the Mission and what so many people owe to it I feel I want to dedicate my life to it.”
“Yes, I understand.”
“By the way, your friend Grace Hume has been down.”
“Down to the Mission?”
“Yes. She told Frances she would like to come. She seems very interested. Frances immediately pressed her into service. She found that she was good with accounts and that sort of thing. And that’s the one field where things are in a bit of a mess down there. Grace said she quite enjoyed doing it. I stayed one evening for one of those impromptu sort of meals and we talked. I told her about Fanny. I must say she did seem very interested.”
“I can’t quite see Grace there. She is so much the social hostess.”
“People have many sides to them, Angelet.”
“Yes, I have learned that.”
“The important thing is when are you coming back?”
I hesitated.
“Angelet,” he said. “Let me help. This will pass. It was a great tragedy, and I know how you felt for her.”
“I think,” I said on impulse, “I shall go down to Cornwall. It is a long time since I have been and my parents are urging me to go. I want to go down there and think … away from all this.”
“I understand.”
It occurred to me then that Timothy would always understand.
The thought of going to Cornwall had come to me on the spur of the moment, but as soon as I had said it, it seemed a good idea. I should get away from everything, be able to think more clearly. I had to come to terms with my emotions. I knew now without a doubt that I loved Ben; but Lizzie was between us, as much now as she had been when she was alive. I wanted to protect him; I wanted to help him. At the same time I could not get out of my mind the terrible thought that he might have been tempted to do anything to be rid of her. I knew without doubt that he loved me; and in love, as with everything else, his emotions would be intense. If he had acted on the impulse of a moment could he ever forget? Could I? I knew that in time he would want us to be married.
What would happen? I could not understand my own feelings. In the peace of the country, in the comfortable ambiance of my old home, should I be able to assess … to think clearly … to plan reasonably? Could I look at my feelings for Timothy, whom I did love in a quiet way? I knew he was a good man, a stable man. I could have a peaceful life with him. Rebecca would be happy. I could settle into a cozy cocoon of contentment. But would it be complete? Would I ever forget the man who could arouse passionate emotions in me such as I could feel for no one else?
I longed to be at Cador with the familiar things of my childhood around me, with my ever loving parents. Perhaps I could confide in them. Perhaps I could discover which way I must go.
It was inevitable that Ben should come to the house.
He looked pale and haggard.
“Oh, Ben,” I said, “it has been such a terrible time.”
He looked at me steadily. “It is good to see you, Angel,” he said.
I smiled wanly.
“I had to talk to you,” he went on. “I had to make you understand.”
“It has been such a shock.”
His next words sent a shiver through me. “I killed her, Angel.”
“Ben!”
“As sure as if I put that stuff in her glass, I killed her. She did it because life wasn’t worth living for her. That was my fault. She was so helpless … so vulnerable. She always hankered for Golden Creek. That was where she was happy. I married her for what she could bring me. Yes, I admit it. You were married and there seemed no hope. And there was the gold … waiting to be brought forth. I married her and then I neglected her. I made life so wretched for her that she decided to go.”
“You mustn’t blame yourself too much. It won’t do any good.”
“If I had been different …”
“If we had all been different our lives would not have been as they are.”
“If only I had tried to understand her. I was so immersed in my own life. She hated it all … the fuss … everything. And I had thrust her into that life.”
“She wanted to do all she could for you.”
“Yes, and it was too much for her.”
“But you have to grow away from it. You will in time.”
“No. It will always be there with me. She’s dead … and I could have stopped it.”
I felt a sudden gladness in my heart. It was not he who had given her that extra dose. At least I was sure of that, and that made all the difference to me.
“It’s too late for reproaches, Ben,” I said. “That won’t bring her back.”
“I know. You comfort me, Angel.”
Ben, in need of comfort! Ben, vulnerable and weak! I had never seen him like that before and I loved him the more for his weakness
“I’m going away for a while, Ben,” I told him. “I’m going to my family in Cornwall.”
“Not for long?”
“I don’t know. I want to do a lot of thinking.”
“Yes,” he said, “I understand.”
“Don’t fret, Ben. It’s done with. It’s no use going over it. That can do no good.”
“You’re right,” he said.
“You’ll start again. You’ll be your old self. You know you never liked anything to defeat you.”
“That’s true,” he admitted. “But I see I have taken matters too much in my own hands. I have tried to manipulate life.”
“Strong men do that … do they not? It is just that sometimes Fate is stronger than they are.”
“What shall you do in Cornwall?”
“Walk … ride … play with Rebecca … be with my family. I feel that I shall be able to see which way I have to go.”
He nodded. “Think of me,” he said. “And come back soon. I shall be waiting for you.”
Rebecca was delighted to go to Cornwall and see the grandparents and with equal delight my family greeted me.
Jack was waiting for us at the station. “They are killing the fatted calf,” he said.
And there was my old room, full of childhood memories … happy memories apart from that dark one which would not go away and seemed to be at the center of everything that had happened to me since.
I had been home only two days when my mother announced a breakfast that she had had a letter from Grace.
“She wants to come down and stay for a week or so. She says we have often told her that she will be welcome. I am writing at once to say we shall be delighted to have her. I expect it is very sad for her. She was such a friend of Lizzie’s.”
I felt a shiver run through me.
Grace coming to Cornwall? Why?
I kept thinking of Justin and how earnestly he had warned me. It had all seemed so melodramatic … Grace wanting to murder me … in the hope that one day Ben would marry her!
It was too far-fetched.
I thought I had dismissed the matter from my mind, but here it was back again.
If Ben had been guilty he could not have come to me and talked so earnestly. He was ruthless, I knew; but he was not a murderer. He had been sincere when he had talked to me; his strength had been broken down by a sense of terrible guilt … but it was not the guilt of a murderer.
But what of Grace … who was really Wilhelmina? She had once loved a murderer. I think she had helped him to escape. I tried to remember reports which had come out during the hunt for Mervyn Duncarry. He had made his escape by stabbing a warder with a knife. It was not understood how a prisoner could have a knife. Someone must have smuggled it in to him. That had been suggested at the time.
Who could have done that? Grace?
Was Justin’s theory so wild? And now she was following me to Cornwall.
Grace arrived in due course. She looked changed in some subtle way. There was an air of purpose about her.
My mother welcomed her warmly. She had always been fond of Grace and regarded her as a member of the family.
At dinner, Grace talked about the Mission. She had been there once or twice and was greatly impressed by the work which was being done.
“Well, you know what I’m talking about, Angelet,” she said. “There is that wonderful story of Fanny. I asked Timothy Ransome if I could go down and see her.”
“And did you?” I asked.
“Yes, I did. What a lovely family! Fanny is settling in. She was quite sociable, which I gather is something she has learned there. She asked after you. She told me how you and Timothy came and took her away. She seems fond of you … and Timothy … and the children, of course. Don’t you think that is a wonderful thing to have done?” she added turning to my parents. “And that is just one case.”
My mother said it was indeed wonderful.
“I gather you are doing the books,” I said.
She laughed. “What a mess they were in! Frances is magnificent … but accounts are not her line … and with all the donations coming in and the bills that have to be paid … Well, it does seem to be a line of work which nobody wants to undertake.”
“It’s the less glamorous side of the business, I suppose,” said my father.
“But very necessary,” put in my mother. “So what is happening, Grace? Are you giving them temporary assistance?”
“I’ve found it useful to have something to do. It won’t be figures all the time … once I’ve straightened out the books. I should like to do a little bit of social work, too. I think I shall be there quite frequently.”
“Frances wants all the helpers she can get,” I said.
She smiled at me. There was a certain glitter in her eyes. Or did I imagine that? I could not get the picture of her out of my mind … going into Lizzie’s bedroom … I saw Lizzie drowsy from a laudanum-induced sleep. I seemed to hear Grace’s voice. “Can’t you sleep, Lizzie? You must. You need to be fresh for tomorrow … There is a great deal to do … Here, another few drops won’t do any harm.”
Could Justin have been right?
And Lizzie had been in the way. And now … so was I.
I wanted to think of everything that had happened.
I rode out alone. Memories of the past crowded into my mind and when I remembered the past there was one incident which must always be there. The encounter by the pool … a child murdered … and Ben, younger than he was now … a little uncertain … acting in such a way as was to affect the rest of our lives. I could not help it. I found myself making my way to the pool. There was the cottage where crazy Jenny Stubbs had held Rebecca captive not so long ago. I was thinking of the dragging of the pool, the discovery of the watch and the remains of the man whom Ben and I had thrown in all those years ago.
Violence had come into our quiet lives and it had had an effect on me which was never forgotten.
I slipped off my horse and tied him to the bush just as I had on that other occasion. It was quiet … no sound at all but a sudden sighing of a gentle breeze in the weeping willows trailing into the water.
Thus it had been on that fateful day. There was the spot where he had come upon me—the piece of wall exposed now as it had not been on that day before Gervaise and Jonnie had done their excavating; and Jonnie and Gervaise now both dead.
There was so much to remind me.
The eeriness seemed to surround me. I should not have been surprised if I heard the bells—not Jenny Stubbs’s bells but the real ones—or the fantasy ones perhaps I should say—and perhaps the sound of monks’ singing as they went into their ghostly underground chapel to pray.
I stood by the pool. It looked swollen. There had been a good deal of rain recently, and as the ground about it was flat it had advanced at least a foot.
No sound at all. Nothing but memories and the feeling that here anything might happen.
Someone was coming towards me. I saw that it was Grace. She walked purposefully.
“Hello, Angelet. I guessed you’d be here. Two minds with one thought. I want to talk to you alone. It’s why I have come to Cornwall really.”
She came and stood very close to me. The ground was slippery. I was aware of her … very near to me.
“This pool fascinates you,” she said. “It’s because of what happened.”
“Yes,” I agreed.
“You’ve never forgotten. How could you, after what you did with Ben’s help?”
I said: “I believe you know a great deal about that man.”
“Yes,” she answered. “I want to talk to you about it.”
“Why to me?”
“Because it concerns you. I knew Mervyn Duncarry. He was a tutor in a house where I was a governess.”
“Perhaps I should tell you that I know that.”
“Through Justin? I thought he would tell you. He is the reformed character now. Who would have believed it? And he wants to protect you. I know Justin. I know how his mind works. I know how yours works, too, Angelet.”
“I should like to know how yours does,” I retorted.
“I believe you are afraid of me. There is no need to be.”
“What should I be afraid of?”
“That is what you have to tell me. I’ve just come here to talk to you. I told you that is why I have come to Cornwall. I don’t know what is going on in your mind, but I am sure that whatever you are thinking is wrong.”
“Why do you think that?”
“Because there is something you have to know and I am going to tell you. I’m fond of you, Angelet. I’m fond of your family. I remember what they did for me. I don’t know what would have happened to me but for them. Let me tell you all about it. Imagine a rather frightened young woman who suddenly has to go out and earn her living. I had looked after my mother for many years. My father had died and from then on I had cared for her. My parents had educated me well and I was said to be clever, so when she died and there was only a small income left to me I had to become a governess. I went to a house where there were two children—a girl and a boy. There was a tutor for the boy and a girl for me.”
“I know that,” I told her.
“I fell in love with the tutor. He was charming but there was this flaw in his character. It was like two personalities. There are people like that. They can be cured … with the right treatment, I believe. One night he went out and killed a girl.”
“He was the murderer,” I said.
“I loved him. I wanted to help him. You can understand that, I know. I visited him in prison. We planned to escape together. He chose a place near the sea where I would stay until he was ready to go. That’s why I came to this neighborhood. I stayed at that inn for a few nights, but I wanted to save as much money as I could for we should need it … so I decided to find a sort of post … where I need not spend money and that’s why I came to you. I went to see him in jail. I smuggled in the knife he asked for …”
“But you knew he could kill again.”
“I was desperately in love with this man. In spite of everything I wanted our future to be together. I believed I could take him away … right out of this country. I believed I could cure him. You see, it was because I refused him that he went out and did that dreadful thing. I had left clothes for him in a broken-down old hut on the moor. I put the watch there with the clothes. It had belonged to my father and I had scratched our initials on it. It was meant to be a sign that I was with him whatever happened. Then he met you.”
“And he tried to murder me.”
“I could have cured him. I was sure of it. I cannot tell you what I suffered. I thought he had deserted me. If I had known that he was lying at the bottom of the pool I could have borne it more easily. You lied. You said you found the ring near the boathouse. The boat was missing.”
“I remember. We gave it to one of the fisher boys.”
“I thought he had escaped without me and that I had helped him to do that. That was the most unhappy time of my life. I was so bitter … so angry.”
“You threw the ring into the sea.”
She nodded. “And when they dragged the pool they found the watch … they found his remains … and I knew that he had not deceived me. I hated you then … you and Ben … for all the years that I had suffered when I thought he had deserted me. He had not. He would have been faithful to me. I told myself that we could have got away together. We could have found a new life overseas. And you killed him … you and Ben.”
“We did not kill him. He killed himself. He fell and struck his head.”
“But you hid him. You gave me all those years of anguish. I hated him for what I believed he had done to me, and all the time he was lying there in that pool. He was faithful to me and I had believed him faithless.”
“So you hated us for that.”
“It was difficult to hate you, because I had grown fond of you. You and your family had been so good to me.”
“You married Jonnie. Had you forgotten your murderer then?”
“I’ll never forget him. I loved once. Some people are like that.”
“After all he did! After all he was!”
“Love such as I had for him does not take count of things like that.” She seized my arm and pressed it, and for the moment I thought she was going to attempt to throw me into the pool.
I jerked myself free. I said: “You married Jonnie for his money, I suppose.”
“I liked Jonnie. Jonnie was a good man. I worked hard in Scutari. You simplify things too much, Angelet, and people are the least simple of all things on earth. I was a good nurse. I liked Jonnie … I liked him very much. We were happy for the little time we were together. But there was one I cared for more than anyone else … and would go on caring for.”
“And Ben? You wanted Ben, didn’t you?”
“I thought I would be a very suitable wife for a politician.”
“I am sure you would. And Ben?”
“Ben was looking in another direction, wasn’t he? He was always besotted about you. I think that adventure you had together did something to you both. You wanted Ben and he wanted you and he was married to Lizzie.”
“And what of you? You wanted Ben, too.”
“Yes. I thought I might make it, too. Ben is a powerful man … the sort who was a challenge to me. He was rich … thanks to Lizzie’s gold mine. I wanted to be rich.”
“Tell me what happened on the night Lizzie died.”
“I only know what happened on the morning after. I went in and found her dead.”
“Who killed her?”
She looked at me and her lips curled faintly at the corners. “You think I might have done it, don’t you? Or was it Ben? We both had our reasons, didn’t we? It would have been rather silly of Ben to kill her just then because it would inevitably lose him that seat he so much wanted. On the other hand it would be a master stroke. People would say, If he was going to kill her why do it at such a time? On the other hand you suspect that I may have done it. Why? Because I wanted Ben for myself. But he is in love with you. I’ve always known that—so what chance have I? You wouldn’t expect me to kill a woman to make way for you, would you?”
“Grace, why are you saying all this?”
“Because I want you to see it clearly and I want to see it that way myself.”
Then I said: “Why should you kill her?”
“Because … you would not many Ben if you suspected him of murder, would you? I was ready to help and look after Mervyn, but perhaps your feelings do not go as deep as mine. I wasn’t sure. And then, you see, there was the nice kind Timothy Ransome … the pleasant life in the country, the waif living there to remind you of your virtue. You had a choice. I might have thought that if you suspected Ben of murdering his wife you would have turned to Timothy. Then the field would be clear for me, wouldn’t it?”
“Grace … I don’t understand.”
“Do you believe in reformed characters?”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, look at Justin … card-sharper, blackmailer, adventurer … and now good business man, the perfect husband and father. What a transformation!”
“I really believe that Justin has changed.”
“So do I. He was lucky. I wonder what would have happened to him if he hadn’t found Morwenna and his accommodating father-in-law. Justin is one of the lucky ones.”
“And he’s turned his good fortune to advantage.”
“Nobody is entirely virtuous, you know. Not you … nor Ben … nor any of us … and some are worse than others … Mervyn, for instance, who had that terrible affliction … if affliction it was. Justin the adventurer … and I suppose you would call me an adventuress. Even Gervaise was a gambler and died owing money, didn’t he? People have to be accepted for what they are. We should not judge them too harshly.”
“Once again, Grace, why are you telling me all this?”
“I am pleading for myself.”
“Why do you have to plead with me?”
“Because I have lied and cheated. I came to your family under false pretenses. I have watched Justin and I have been to the Mission. I have been down to see that child Fanny and I feel that whatever one has done in the past, one could find a certain salvation in a place like that. Do you believe that?”
“Are you serious, Grace?”
She took my arm again. “I am deadly serious,” she said. “I am going to work in the Mission. When I have set the accounts to rights I am going to do active work. I have talked to Frances and Peterkin. They are willing to have me there. I think I can forget my bitterness, my ambition, everything … there. I think I have learned that there is more contentment to be found in trying to comfort others than in seeking it for oneself.”
I looked at her suspiciously.
“I have been wicked,” she said. “When I thought Mervyn had deserted me, I said to myself, I will never love anyone again. I will work for myself. I will take all I can get. I might have loved Jonnie if he hadn’t died. He was very good to me. He made me independent but not content. I wanted power. And there was Ben. I did a terrible thing, Angelet.”
She put her hand in her pocket and drew out a letter.
She said: “I held this back. I wanted Lizzie to stand between you and Ben. The letter was there by her bedside that morning. I read it … and I held it back. I am giving it to you now. I think it will make all the difference to you … and Ben.”
I unfolded the sheet of paper and read:
My dearest Ben,
I hope you will understand and forgive me for what I am going to do. There is nothing for me but pain. I knew it … some months ago. It gets worse. I saw it with my mother. The pain is unendurable. It is exactly what happened to her and there is no stopping it. I have kept it from you all. Laudanum helps. It was good at first but it is no longer enough. I nursed my mother and this is exactly the same as what killed her. But the pain while I am waiting for death is too much. If I could have helped her out I would have.
I want to thank you for making me happy. I have always known that I was not suitable for you. You needed someone who could help you in your life. I was never good at that, but you were always so kind and never said how I disappointed you. I want you to know that I love you very much. I wish I could stay. But I know I could not hide my illness much longer and that would distress you … and everybody. I know I could not bear to suffer as my mother did. So this seems the best way. I wished there had been an easier way for my mother.
Don’t grieve for me. Try to forget me and be happy.
Lizzie
There were tears in my eyes and I saw that there were in Grace’s also.
“She was a very good woman,” said Grace. “An example to us all. Forgive me for withholding it. It was wicked of me. But you have it now. You have the truth. Ben must know. It is his letter. You must both forgive me, Angelet. Can you?”
I nodded. I was too moved to speak.
Grace and I returned to London that day.
I went straight to Ben.
I said: “I have something to show you, Ben. Grace gave it to me.”
He took the letter and read it.
It was as though a burden of guilt dropped from him. He turned to me and took my hands.
There was hope in his eyes; and I shared it.
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The Last Summer
I WAS TEN YEARS old when my contented life was disrupted by my mother’s marriage to Benedict Lansdon. Had I been older, more experienced of life, I should have seen the inevitability of it. But there I was, happy and snug in my little world, my mother the center of my life—as I believed I was of hers—and it did not occur to me that there could be an intruder to disturb us.
It was not as though he were a stranger to me. He had been there almost as long as I could remember—a rather flamboyant figure in the background, and that was where I wanted, and expected, him to remain.
He had been present on the Australian goldfields when and where I was born. In fact my arrival had actually taken place in his house.
“Mr. Lansdon,” my mother explained, “was different from the rest of the miners. He owned a moderately successful mine and he employed men who had given up trying on their own. We all lived in shacks. You never saw the likes unless it was the hut in the woods where that old tramp stayed last winter. Quite unsuitable for babies! And it was decided you should be born in his house. Pedrek was born there too.”
Pedrek Cartwright was my greatest friend. His parents lived in London but his grandfather owned Pencarron Mine which was near Cador, my grandparents’ home in Cornwall—so we were often together both in London and Cornwall. If his parents were not going to Cornwall and we were going to see my grandparents, he travelled with us; and my mother was very friendly with his parents in London; so we were really like one family.
Pedrek and I used to play at gold mining when we were smaller. There was a great bond between us because we had both been born in a mining township on the other side of the world—and in the house of Mr. Benedict Lansdon.
I should have guessed what was happening because when my mother spoke of Benedict Lansdon her voice would change, her eyes would sparkle and her mouth smile. But I did not attach any significance to that at the time.
Not that it would have made any difference. I should have hated it just the same, but if I had been prepared, it would not have been such a shock.
It was not until after the marriage that I realized how good life had been. I had taken so much for granted.
There had been my happy life in London not far from the park where I would go each morning with my governess, Miss Brown, to walk though the paths under the great trees-chestnut, oak and beech. We would sit with the other nannies to whom Miss Brown wanted to chat while I played with their children. We would feed the ducks on the pond and run about on the expanse of grass which was there for that purpose.
I loved the shops; there was a market some little distance from us and I was sometimes taken there on winter afternoons with Miss Brown. How exciting it was to wander among the crowds and watch the people at their stalls, particularly when it began to get dark and the naphtha flares were lighted. Once we ate jellied eels at a stall about which Miss Brown was a little uneasy because she thought it unsuitable; but I cajoled her. I loved to see the ladies in their wonderful clothes and the gentlemen in their top hats and morning coats. I loved winter evenings when we sat by the fire and listened for the muffin man’s bell when Emmy our maid would run out with a dish and buy some which my mother and I would toast by the fire.
They were happy days which I thought would go on for ever, because I was then unaware of Benedict Lansdon lurking in the background, just wailing for the appropriate time to change it all.
When the trees in the Park began to bud, and even the one in our little square garden showed signs of a few inedible pears that it might in due course produce, my mother would say: “It is time we went to Cornwall. I’ll speak to Aunt Morwenna. I wonder what their plans are this year?”
Aunt Morwenna was Pedrek’s mother, and my mother and I would go to their house which was not very far from ours and Pedrek would take me up to his room to show me his new puppy or some toy he had just acquired; we would talk of Cornwall and what we would do when we arrived there—he to his grandparents, me to mine.
There would follow the excitement of the train. Pedrek and I would endeavor to have a window to ourselves; we would shriek to each other to look at this and that as the train rushed by meadows, streams and woodlands before pulling into the stations.
And at the end of this journey there would be our grandparents waiting for us and making us feel that it was the most wonderful thing that could happen because we were coming to be with them. Then Pedrek would go on his way to Pencarron and I to Cador.
Cador, that most magnificent and exciting house, had been the home of Cadorsons for hundreds of years. There were no Cadorsons there now. The name had died out when my great-grandfather Jake Cadorson and his son Jacco were drowned in Australia and the house had passed to my grandmother who had married Rolf Hanson. I always thought it was a pity the name had died out, for Cadorsons would have been so appropriate at Cador.
Thankfully, however, the house was still in the family; and although my grandfather had come to it through marriage, he loved it, I believe, more than any other member of the family did.
I could understand his feelings for it. There it stood—grey stone, with its towers and turrets, like a medieval fortress. When I was alone in the big lofty rooms, I could imagine myself back hundreds of years. It was exciting and when I was young rather frightening; but there was always the reassuring presence of my mother and my grandparents. My grandfather would tell exciting stories of the past involving roundheads and cavaliers, of storms and shipwrecks and of adventurers who had gone off to the hitherto undiscovered places of the world.
I loved Cador. There the days seemed longer and the sun seemed to shine for days on end. And when the rain came it was just as exciting. I loved the sea. Sometimes we would be allowed to take a little trip on it, but my grandmother never liked that. She could not forget that her parents and brother had been drowned.
I used to go down to the two towns of Poldorey with my mother and grandmother. We would stroll past the cottages on the quay and watch the fishermen mending their nets or talking about the catch. Sometimes I would go down with Mr. Yeo, the butler, to buy fish. I was fascinated by the fishes squirming on the weighing machine which was spattered with silver scales. I would listen to the fishermen’s talk. “ ’Twas a good catch today, ’Arry. The Lord calmed down them old waves, ’e did and all.” At other times it was a gloomy story. “No fish today. Jesus Christ Himself wouldn’t venture out on a sea like this.” I knew most of them by name—Tom, Ted, Harry. Some of them had grand-sounding names: Reuben, Solomon, Japheth, Obediah … names taken from the Bible. Most of the families had been ardent Wesleyans since John and Charles Wesley had roamed through Cornwall bringing its people to righteousness.
Cador was about a quarter of a mile from the two towns East and West Poldorey which were separated by the River Poldor and were connected by an ancient bridge. I loved the steep streets of the town which wound up to the clifftop where one could look out across the sea. There was a wooden seat so that people might sit and rest after the climb and there I would sit with my grandfather and persuade him to tell me stories of smugglers and wreckers who lured ships to disaster along this coast. I would search on the beach for the semi-precious stones which were reputed to be found there, but the only ones I ever saw were in the window of Mr. Bander’s shop, marked with the inscription “Found on Poldorey Beach.”
I was proud to belong to Cador Folk as the family were respectfully referred to in the Poldoreys.
All this was mine—and there was the London home, too. The tall narrow house which my mother and I shared with the servants … not many of them. There were of course my governess, Miss Brown, who would have been horrified to be called a servant, then Mr. and Mrs. Emery; she was cook and housekeeper and he a man of all work who tended our tiny garden; and there was a housemaid Ann and a parlormaid Jane.
It was an intimate household. My mother was not one to stand on ceremony, and I think all the servants were devoted to her. They felt themselves to be part of the family. There was not that impenetrable barrier between up and below stairs as there was in larger establishments such as that of Mr. Benedict Lansdon and my Uncle Peter and Aunt Amaryllis. Not that they were really my uncle and aunt; they were not even my mother’s. They were very old and the family connection went back some generations. Benedict Lansdon was Uncle Peter’s grandson, so there was even a link with him.
Uncle Peter, though very old, was an important man; he was rich and had lots of interests—some of them rather mysterious; but he was quite an awe-inspiring figure. His wife, Aunt Amaryllis, was one of those very feminine women who seem endearingly helpless and somehow hold the family together. Everyone loved her—including myself.
They entertained lavishly, although Uncle Peter’s daughter Helena and his son-in-law Martin Hume, the well-known politician, were often hostess and host at the functions held at their home. It was an exciting family to belong to.
I remember the incidents from what I thought of afterwards as the Last Summer, for it was after Christmas of that year that I had my first inkling of what was to come.
My mother and I had arrived in Cornwall. Pedrek had travelled down with us and the days seemed to have been spent between Cador and Pencarron Manor. Both Pedrek and I had to do lessons for a certain number of hours each day and these were allowed to coincide by an accommodating Miss Brown and Mr. Clenham who was Pedrek’s tutor. Pedrek was to go to school the following year so that in itself would bring change. We rode a great deal but were not allowed to go out on our own. There always had to be an adult with us which was rather restricting. So we spent a good deal of time in the paddock practicing jumping and showing off our equestrian skill to each other.
On this occasion we were with my mother and, as it seemed on many occasions, we found ourselves at St. Branok’s Pool.
I was fascinated by it. So was Pedrek. It was an uncanny spot with the willows hanging over it. The still waters of the Pool were said to be bottomless, and it had a reputation for being a place to avoid after dark. I suppose that was why it attracted me. My mother always appeared to be fascinated by it.
As usual we tied up our horses and stretched ourselves out on the grass leaning against the boulders which protruded from the ground in certain places.
“They could be the stones of an old monastery,” my mother had told us.
We had heard the story many times of the bells which were reputed to ring if a disaster threatened. They were at the bottom of the pool according to the legend.
Pedrek, who was very logical, said that if they were at the bottom, the pool could not be bottomless, to which my mother replied that flaws could often be found in most legends if one tried hard enough.
“I don’t want flaws to be found,” I told them. “I like to think it is bottomless and that the bells are there all the same.”
“A monastery was destroyed by floods because the monks turned from the path of righteousness,” explained my mother.
“There are lots of righteous people about here,” I commented. “There is old Mrs. Fenny on the quay who watches everything that goes on and thinks everyone but herself is heading for hell fire. And there’s Mrs. Polhenny who goes to church twice on Sundays and tries to make her daughter Leah as holy as she is, so that the poor girl never gets any fun.”
“People are very strange,” said my mother, “but you have to be tolerant with them. ‘Cast the beam out of your own eye …’ ”
“You sound like Mrs. Polhenny now, Mama,” I said. “She’s always quoting the Bible, but she would be sure she hasn’t the slightest speck in her eyes.”
Dreamily I would stare at the pool and lure her to tell me the story, which she had told so many times of how, when I was a little girl, I had been taken away by Jenny Stubbs who still lived in the cottage near the pool; they had thought I had wandered into the water because one of my toys was found in the brink.
“They dragged the pool,” said my mother, her eyes wide as though she were looking into the past. “I shall never forget it. I thought I had lost you.”
She was too emotional to proceed, and as I loved the story I could not hear it often enough: how Jenny Stubbs had rung toy bells hoping to drive them away because she had me hidden in her cottage, how she had cherished me and believed I was the little girl whom she had lost.
Pedrek liked the story too. He had heard it often enough before but he was never impatient when it was repeated. He knew that I liked to hear it over and over again, and he was always careful not to hurt other people’s feelings, even when he was a boy.
What I remember of that occasion is that while we were talking Jenny Stubbs herself, the main character in the story, came out of her cottage and walked to the edge of the pool.
She did not see us at first and she was singing to herself. She had a rather high, reedy voice which sounded uncanny on the stillness of the air.
My mother called: “Good afternoon, Jenny.”
She turned sharply, as though startled. “Good afternoon to ’ee, Ma’am,” she said.
She stood facing us, her back to the pool. The light breeze ruffled her fine fair hair and she looked fey—someone who is not quite as others are.
“Are you well, Jenny?” asked my mother.
“Yes, thank ’ee, Ma’am. I be well.”
She walked slowly towards us. Her eyes scanned Pedrek and myself and I expected to see some interest in her for the child she had once stolen and cherished. But there was no sign that she was any more interested in me than she was in Pedrek. My mother said later that she would have forgotten that it had ever happened. We had to remember that Jenny was strange … not as other people; she lived in a world of her own creating; she must do to have taken someone else’s child and thought it was her own.
She came and stood near us. She was gazing at my mother and it was easy to see that she drew some comfort from her presence.
“I be expecting this Lammas,” she said.
“Oh Jenny …” replied my mother, and added quickly: “You must be very happy.”
“ ’Tis a little girl, I be sure of that,” said Jenny.
My mother nodded and Jenny turned away; walking towards her cottage, she started to sing in her strange unworldly voice.
“It is very sad,” said my mother, when she was out of earshot. “She can never forget that she lost her baby all those years ago.”
“That baby would be the same age as I am now,” I said, “because she thought I was her baby once.”
My mother nodded. “And now she thinks she is going to have another. It is not the first time she has thought this.”
“What happens when she doesn’t?” I asked.
“It is hard to know what goes on in her poor clouded mind. But she does know how to look after a baby. She was wonderful with you during the few days she had you. We couldn’t have looked after you better.”
“But I wanted to come home, didn’t I? When you found me in her cottage I ran to the door, calling for you to take me home.”
My mother nodded again. “Oh, poor, poor Jenny,” she said. “I feel so very sorry for her. We must be as kind to her as we can.”
We were silent, looking at the pool. I was thinking of the days I had spent in Jenny’s cottage, and wishing I could remember more of that time; I was thinking of her ringing toy bells to drive people away so that she could have me to herself.
I felt that poor Jenny was a part of my childhood and I must always be kind and understanding towards her. I knew that was how my mother felt.
I was constantly reminding myself of little incidents from that Last Summer. I remember seeing Jenny often walking along the lanes past the pool to her cottage, singing to herself in that slightly out of tune way which gave her an otherworldliness that was, for me, intriguing.
She seemed happy and her happiness was in constant delusion. She thought she was going to have a child to replace the one which she had lost; it was what she longed for, and in her simple mind she believed that child would be born to her.
It was pathetic, and yet in a way she was happy because she believed in her fantasy.
Another incident I remembered from that summer occurred when I was in the company of my grandmother. We were the greatest of friends; she seemed too young to be a grandmother; she was more like a lively young aunt or an elder sister.
She told me a great deal about my mother. “You must look after her,” she said. “She has had a sad time, you know. She was married to a wonderful man—your father—and he died before you were born and she was all alone.”
She had explained several times that my father had wanted to go to Australia to make a fortune so that we could all come back to England and live in comfort. He had gone to find gold and Pedrek’s parents had been with him and my mother. They had lived in the township which was a very brave thing to do because they were all unused to hardship. Pedrek’s father and mine had been partners. She explained to me how the mines could be quite unsafe; they had to be propped up with wood so that they would not cave in, which was what theirs did. Pedrek’s father had been down in the mine when it happened, and my father went down and brought him up. He had passed him to the watchers on the brink and before they could help my father out, there was a great fall of earth, and he had been taken down with it.
“He gave his life for his friend,” she finished.
“I know,” I replied. “Pedrek’s mother told me. She said Pedrek and I must always remember this and be friends for ever.”
She nodded. “You will,” she said. “I know you will be. And you must love your mother dearly, for when he died … she gave all that love she had had for him to you.”
I understood. It was how I wanted it to be.
On this particular day we walked down to West Poldorey to the ancient church which stood close to the sea. It was small, dating back to Norman times. West Poldorey was very proud of it and East Poldorey a little envious because it wasn’t on their side, for people from far off came to look at it and it was said it should never be allowed to crumble away. There were many bazaars and garden fetes to bolster up its roof which needed constant repair and I heard ominous talk of woodworm and death watch beetle.
I liked to creep in when no one was there and think of all those people who had sat in that church, just as I was doing. My grandfather had said that people had gone in there to pray when the Armada was off our coast and again when Napoleon was threatening to invade us. In the old church—as in Cador—one could easily slip back into the past.
The church door was open and we heard voices inside.
“I know,” said my grandmother. “They are decorating the church with flowers for John Polgarth’s wedding.” John Polgarth was the man who owned the grocer’s shop in East Poldorey, quite a worthy member of the community, and he was to marry Molly Agar, daughter of the butcher.
The wedding was to be the next day.
As we stepped through the door I heard the commanding voice of Mrs. Polhenny. She was a very important person in the neighborhood because she followed the profession of midwife and most of the younger generation had been brought into the world by her. I always thought she believed that gave her the right to pass judgment on their actions and superintend their spiritual welfare, for this she did in no uncertain way.
She was naturally not popular with her protégés. That was of no importance to her. She would have said she was not there to make people like her but to put them on the road to salvation.
Mrs. Polhenny was a good woman if by good it was meant that she went to church twice every Sunday and often in the week, that she was involved in most good works for the salvation of the church, and that she could apply the Scriptures to almost every occasion; and as she could not help being deeply aware of her own goodness she was quick to detect the sin in others.
Naturally her life was one long disapproval of almost everyone around her. Even the vicar came in for criticism. He took the Bible teaching too literally, she said, and was inclined to seek the company of the publicans and sinners rather than those whose sins had been washed away by the blood of the Lamb because of their devotion to duty and their love of virtue.
I did not like Mrs. Polhenny. I found her a most uncomfortable person. Not that I had a great deal to do with her, but I was sorry for Leah, her daughter, who was about sixteen years old at this time. Mrs. Polhenny was a widow but I had never heard of a Mr. Polhenny; there must have been one, otherwise there could not have been a Leah.
“She must have killed him off pretty quick,” was the comment of Mrs. Garnett, the cook at Cador. “Poor fellow, I reckon he had a rare old time of it.”
Leah was very pretty but she always seemed cowed as though she were looking over her shoulder, expecting the devil to be lurking somewhere ready to spring out and tempt her.
Leah was a seamstress. She did beautiful embroidery which she and her mother took into Plymouth once a month and sold to a shop there. Her work was exquisite and the poor girl was kept at it.
On this day she was in church with her mother, helping with the flowers, and Mrs. Polhenny was giving orders to her.
“Good morning, Mrs. Polhenny,” said my grandmother. “What beautiful roses!”
Mrs. Polhenny looked pleased. “It’ll be a good show for the wedding, Mrs. Hanson.”
“Oh yes indeed … John Polgarth and Molly Agar.”
“Everyone in the towns will be there to see them wed,” went on Mrs. Polhenny, and added significantly: “And it’s about time, too.”
“I’m sure they will be very suited. Nice girl, Molly.”
“H’m,” said Mrs. Polhenny. “A bit on the flighty side.”
“Oh, she’s just high spirited.”
“Agar did well to get her married. She’s not the sort to be left unwed.” Mrs. Polhenny pursed her lips, hinting at secret knowledge.
“Well, it’s all for the best then,” replied my grandmother.
There was a movement behind us. Mrs. Polhenny was studying the flowers in the container. I glanced around. The newcomer was a young girl. I did not know her. She slipped into one of the pews and knelt down.
Mrs. Polhenny said: “Bring me that spray, Leah. That would go very well here …” She stopped short. She was staring at the girl kneeling in the pew.
“Can I believe my eyes?” she said loudly and with indignation.
We were all silent, wondering what she meant. She had left the flowers and walked briskly down the aisle to the girl.
“Get out!” she cried. “You slut! How dare you come into this holy place? It’s not for the likes of you.”
The girl had risen. I thought she was going to burst into tears.
“I only wanted …” she began.
“Out!” cried Mrs. Polhenny. “Out, I say!”
My grandmother cut in. “Wait a moment. What does this mean? Tell me what’s going on.”
The girl shot past us and ran out of the church.
“You may well ask,” said Mrs. Polhenny. “It’s one of the sluts from Bays Cottages.” Her eyes narrowed and her lips tightened. “And I don’t mind telling you she’s six months gone.”
“Her husband.
Mrs. Polhenny laughed mirthlessly. “Husband? Her sort don’t wait for husbands. She’s not the first in that lot, I can tell you. They’re bad, through and through. It’s a marvel to me that the Lord don’t smite them on the spot.”
“Perhaps He feels more kindly towards sinners than some mortals do.”
“They’ll come to judgment, never fear.” Mrs. Polhenny’s eyes glittered as though she were already seeing the girl writhing in the flames of hell.
“Well, she was here in church,” said my grandmother. “She must have been repenting, and you know there is great joy over sinners who repent.”
“If I were the Lord,” said Mrs. Polhenny, “I’d do something about them Bay Cottages, that I would.”
“Perhaps some have to be thankful that you are not the Lord,” retorted my grandmother somewhat tartly. “Tell me about the girl. Who is she?”
“Daisy Martin. A bad lot, that family. The girl’s grandmother called me in. She’s repented her ways … getting old and frightened of what’s to come, I shouldn’t wonder. Wanted me to take a look at the girl. I said, ‘She’s six months gone and what about the man?’ She said it was one of them farm laborers who came on to help with the thatching. The girl’s only sixteen. Disgraceful, I call it.”
“But you’ll deliver the child, of course.”
“I have to do that, don’t I? ’Tis my work, and if a baby’s been planted, however sinfully, it’s my duty to bring it into the world. God sent me here to do this work and nothing would stop me.”
“I’m glad of that,” replied my grandmother. “We must not visit the sins of the parents upon the children, you know.”
“Well, they’re God’s children, however they’ve been come by. As for that creature … I hope they cast her out … once the child’s born. It does the neighborhood no good to have her sort about.”
“She’s only sixteen, you say.”
“Old enough to know better.”
“She’s not the first, by any means.”
“So much for the sinful ways into which we have fallen.”
“There is nothing very new about these things, you know,” said my grandmother.
“The Lord will take His vengeance,” Mrs. Polhenny assured us, looking up to the rafters as though to Heaven—giving the Lord a little prod, I thought, to remind him that He was being lax in performing His duty.
I knew my grandmother was torn between the pity she felt for the wayward young Daisy and the secret pleasure she derived from baiting Mrs. Polhenny who went on: “The goings on at Poldorey … East and West … well, it would give you a bit of a shock, I reckon, if you knew all.”
“Then I suppose I should be thankful to remain in ignorance.”
“The Lord will take His vengeance one day … mark my words.”
“I can hardly see East and West Poldorey as Sodom and Gomorrah.”
“It’s coming, you’ll see.”
“I hope not. But what I do see is that we are holding up your work. We’ll say goodbye, Mrs. Polhenny.”
We stood outside the church and my grandmother breathed deeply, as though she needed fresh air after the atmosphere iii the church.
Then she turned to me and laughed. “What a self-righteous woman. I’d rather have a sinner any day. Oh well … she’s an excellent midwife. There isn’t a better in the whole width and breadth of Cornwall. My dear, we must look after that poor girl. I’ll go along to the cottages tomorrow and see what I can find out.”
She seemed suddenly to remember my age, and possibly it occurred to her that I was being introduced to the facts of life before I was ready to absorb them.
She went on: “We’ll go over to Pencarron this afternoon. Isn’t it wonderful that you have Pedrek here with you?”
I thought a lot about Mrs. Polhenny and always scrutinized her cottage closely when I passed by. It was just outside East Poldorey and often I would see clothes drying on the bushes. There were lace curtains at the windows, spotlessly clean, and the stone steps leading to the front door were regularly scrubbed. She obviously believed that cleanliness was next to godliness; and saw herself as an upholder of both virtues.
Once or twice I glimpsed Leah at a window. She would be there with her embroidery frame, stitching away. Sometimes she looked up from her work and saw me. I would smile, wave my hand, and she would acknowledge my greeting.
I should have liked to talk to her. I wanted to know what it was like living with a mother such as Mrs. Polhenny. But she always gave me the impression, if ever I hesitated, that she must get on quickly with her work.
Poor Leah! I thought. It must be hard to be the daughter of a saintly woman who, as she felt it her duty to uphold the morals of the countryside, must be much more strict in her own home.
I thanked God for my mother, my grandparents and the Pencarrons. They might not be so concerned with the laws of God but they were much more comfortable to live with.
So that summer passed as others had. My grandmother visited Bays Cottages and took clothes and food for the young girl; Mrs. Polhenny delivered a healthy boy in due course and my grandmother affirmed that, however irritating she was in other ways, she knew her job and mothers were safe in her hands.
I seemed to see Jenny Stubbs more frequently that year. Perhaps it was because I noticed her more. I would see her in the lanes. She worked for one of the farmers’ wives and I heard she was a good worker. They all humored her, it was said, and Mrs. Bullet, the farmer’s wife, made sure none of the other workers teased her or disillusioned her as to her state. “It does no harm to none,” said Mrs. Bullet, “so let the poor soul have her fancies.”
So Jenny, singing in her reedy off-key tone and Mrs. Polhenny preaching righteousness wherever she went … that was what I remembered most from that Last Summer.
And now, looking back, that seems somehow significant.
It is all so clear to me; waving goodbye to the grandparents, which was rather sad in a way. I tried to hide from them the excitement I felt at the thought of seeing London again.
“I wish,” I said to Pedrek, “that we could all live close together.”
He had the same problem. His grandmother was almost in tears at his departure. Like myself, he wanted to show how sad he was and yet he could not hide his eagerness to be reunited with his parents. The similarity of our positions had always drawn Pedrek and me closer together.
Then we were speeding back to London.
Pedrek’s parents were at the station to meet us. It was the usual ritual. If I had been travelling with his parents, my mother would have been there. There is something very comforting about normality which I did not appreciate until it ceased to be there.
We drove back to our house first where we would have tea before the Cartwrights went off to their place only a few streets away, taking Pedrek with them.
Innumerable questions were asked and Pedrek and I talked happily about what we had done in Cornwall.
We were all sitting at the table—Miss Brown and Pedrek’s tutor with us—when a visitor arrived.
“Mr. Benedict Lansdon!” announced Jane with more dignity than was customary with her. And there he was—very tall and with what I can only describe as a commanding presence.
“Benedict,” said my mother, rising.
She went to him and he took both her hands and they stood there smiling at each other.
Then she turned to us. “Isn’t this a nice surprise?”
“I discovered what train you were catching,” explained Benedict Lansdon.
“Come and sit down and have a cup of tea,” said my mother warmly.
He smiled at us all and pleasantries were exchanged.
I felt deflated. We had departed from the normal. We should have gone on chattering about Cornwall, encouraged by our parents, and then Pedrek should have departed with his mother and father after we had made arrangements when next to meet. That was how it usually went.
“How are things in the mining world?” asked Benedict, smiling at Pedrek’s father.
“Oh … ups and downs,” said Justin Cartwright. “I am sure you know as much about the mining world as I do … only I suppose tin isn’t gold.”
“There must be a difference,” said Benedict Lansdon. “But my close connection with all that ended long ago.”
“Ah, yes, of course,” replied Justin Cartwright.
“I’m going into politics again,” said Benedict Lansdon, looking at my mother.
Her eyes widened with pleasure. “Oh really, Benedict, that’s wonderful. I always said …”
He looked at her, nodding and understanding passed between them. I felt shut out. It was as though I had just discovered that she had a life which did not include me.
“I know you did,” he went on. “Well, that is what is happening.”
“Do tell us the news, Benedict,” begged Morwenna, Pedrek’s mother.
“It’s no secret,” he replied. “I am up for selection as candidate for Manorleigh.”
“Your old constituency,” cried Justin.
Benedict nodded. He was looking straight at my mother. I, who knew her so well, felt a twinge of alarm.
“All very fortuitous,” said Benedict. “Tom Dollis died suddenly. Poor chap, he was quite young. A heart attack. He had only been in the House a short while. It will mean a by-election soon.”
“Isn’t it a Conservative stronghold?” asked Justin.
Benedict nodded. “Has been for years … but it was almost broken … once.”
Again that glance at my mother. “If I’m selected,” he went on, “we shall have to make sure the seat doesn’t change hands again.”
We? It was as though he included her.
She lifted her teacup. “Having nothing stronger at hand,” she said, “I’ll drink to your success in tea.”
“What does the beverage matter?” he said. “It’s the wish that counts.”
“Well, it’s most exciting, I must say.”
Again that smile between them. “I think so,” he said. “I knew you would.”
Morwenna said: “I do know you are an ardent supporter of Mr. Gladstone.”
“My dear Morwenna, he’s the greatest politician of the century.”
“What of Peel … Palmerston …?” began Justin Cartwright.
Benedict dismissed them with a flick of the hand.
“And they do say that Mr. Disraeli is quite brilliant,” added Morwenna.
“That upstart! He owes his rise to his oily flattery of the Queen.”
“Oh come,” said Justin. “Surely there is more to it than that? The man’s a genius.”
“With a flair for self-advertisement.”
“He did become Prime Minister.”
“Oh, for a month or so …”
My mother burst out laughing. “I can see that we are going to be deeply involved in the politics of the day. When is the by-election, Benedict?”
“In December.”
“They’ll have to make a decision quickly.”
“It’s not much time to prepare. I should manage though.”
Neither Pedrek nor I had spoken during this discourse and I was wondering whether he was thinking the same as I was which was, that they had completely forgotten that we were there. Usually after long separations, they wanted to hear all that had been going on, how our riding had improved, how high we could jump, how the grandparents were, what the weather had been like and such things.
Then they were talking about Mr. Gladstone’s plans for reform in Ireland. Benedict Lansdon, of course, knew all about that. He took control and the others were his audience. We heard how Mr. Gladstone was concerned about the distressed state of the Irish and the growing discontent in that country and he was convinced that the remedy lay with the government.
And that was our homecoming—spoilt, I commented to Pedrek, by Benedict Lansdon.
Our lives from then on were dominated by the man. He was a constant caller. When I walked in the Park with my mother he often joined us. They would talk together and seem to forget that I was there, though sometimes he addressed a remark to me. He asked me how I was getting on with my riding and said we must all go riding together.
He had been selected—as my mother had known he would be—and was thinking of buying a house in Manorleigh; he wanted my mother to go down there and give her opinion.
I was longing for him to go. He had rented a furnished house there while he looked round. But he was frequently in London.
November was almost with us. They were sweeping up the leaves in the parks and there was a lovely smell of burning in the air. It was misty and a blue haze hung over the trees which made them look mysterious. Pedrek and I had always loved this time of year; we would shuffle through the leaves and conjure up all sorts of fantastic adventures in which we triumphed and astonished everyone with our bravery, ingenuity and skill.
But the dreams would not come that year. A faint uneasiness was creeping into my mind.
And then … I learned the worst.
I had gone to bed and was sitting up reading as I often did and which was allowed by Miss Brown before she came to put out the light.
My mother entered the room. Her eyes were brilliant. I had heard talk about people being radiant and that was how she was. She glowed with an inner light. I had never seen such unadulterated happiness.
She lay down on the bed and put her arms round me.
“Rebecca,” she said, “I wanted you to be the first to know.”
I turned to her and buried my face against her shoulder.
She stroked my hair. “There has always been just us … hasn’t there? You and I together. Oh, there was the family, of course, and we loved them all dearly … but for us … you and me … there was always something very close and dear … and it is always going to be like that for as long as we both shall live.”
I nodded. I was beginning to be rather frightened for some instinct told me what she was going to say.
Then it came: “I’m going to be married again, Rebecca.”
“No … no,” I murmured.
She held me tightly. “You will grow to love him, as I do. He is a wonderful man. I knew him when I was young … not much older than you are now. There has always been a very special friendship between us.”
“You married my father,” I reminded her.
“Yes … yes … but I have been a widow for a long time … a very long time.”
“It’s ten years,” I said. “He died just before I was born.”
She nodded. “You don’t ask …” she began.
I did not have to. I knew. In any case, before I could speak, she said: “It’s Mr. Benedict Lansdon.”
Even though I had known it must be he, a shock ran through me.
She said: “You will be very fond of him, Rebecca. He is a most unusual man.”
I did not speak. The answer to the first sentence was: Never. And the second: Yes, I know he is unusual. But I did not like unusual people. I liked them to be ordinary, understanding nice people.
“Everything will be just as it was,” she went on.
“It can’t be,” I said.
“Well, there will be a little change … for the better, though. Oh, Rebecca, I’m so happy. I have loved him for a long time. He’s different from anyone I have ever known. When we were children we shared adventures and then he went away … and I met your father.”
“My father was a great man … a hero …”
“Yes, I know. We were happy together, but he is dead … and he would not want me to go on mourning him for ever. Rebecca, you are going to be happy. Everyone should have a father.”
“I have a father.”
“I mean one who is here with you … to help you … to advise you and love you.”
“But I am not his daughter.”
“You will be his stepdaughter. Rebecca, don’t spoil this. I am so happy tonight. I never thought to be so happy in my life. You’ll get used to the idea. What are you reading?”
“Robinson Crusoe.”
“That’s exciting, isn’t it? I noticed Pedrek was reading it the other day.”
I nodded.
She kissed me. “I just wanted you to be the first to know. Goodnight, my darling.”
She was faintly uneasy because I had cast a cloud over her happiness—but only a little one. I knew that she was thinking I was only a child and I was perhaps a little jealous and afraid of Benedict Lansdon coming between us.
It was natural, she was telling herself.
Perhaps I should have pretended to be pleased, but I could not be as deceitful as that.
The family were delighted. There was a dinner party at Uncle Peter’s to celebrate the engagement. The wedding was to be soon.
My grandparents would come up to London for the ceremony. They had written sending congratulations and expressing their pleasure in the forthcoming marriage. Uncle Peter was clearly delighted. He was fond of my mother and very proud of Benedict who had become so rich without any help from him. I think he cared more for him than his son Peterkin who had devoted his life to good works at the Mission, and Helena who had been such a perfect wife to Martin Hume.
It was rather different in our house where I was conscious of an atmosphere of brooding apprehension.
The servants did not speak to me about their fears but I used to listen shamelessly to their conversations because it was imperative that I should know what was in their minds. It was possible in a smallish house like ours to listen to talk and I made the most of it.
I heard Mr. and Mrs. Emery once. She was putting things in the linen cupboard and he was handing them to her. It was just outside my room and if the door were a little open—which I had contrived that it should be—it was possible for me to hear quite a bit.
She was saying: “It don’t do to worry. We’ll know in good time.”
“There is this new house they’re getting. But if I know Mrs. Mandeville, she’s not the sort to forget them as has been good servants to her.”
“Oh, it’ll be all right if it’s left to her … but …”
“Why shouldn’t it be? She’ll be the mistress, won’t she?”
“Well, yes … I reckon he’ll leave all that sort of thing to her.”
“I doubt he’ll buy that house unless he gets in.”
“Oh, I don’t know. He’s been close before, hasn’t he? That means if he loses first time round he could win next. There’ll be a general election before long … bound to be. Yes, I reckon he’ll want that house now he’s been selected.”
“Do you think he’ll get into Parliament?”
“He seems the sort to get what he wants.”
“Don’t forget last time … a regular scandal that was.”
I crept near to the door. I must not miss this. What scandal? I asked myself. Did my mother know of it?
“Well, it was all cleared up, wasn’t it?”
“Sort of. He didn’t kill her. That’s what they thought at first.”
“But it turned out she took the stuff herself instead.”
“All nice and convenient, wasn’t it?”
“Convenient! Why, it lost him the seat, they said. He was all set to take it.”
“Who knows? It was a Tory stronghold and he’s a Liberal.”
“But, but the Tories was getting really rattled. It looked like he was going to take it … make a record. The first time the Tories had been ousted for a hundred years or something.”
“But it didn’t happen.”
“No, his poor unwanted wife died in mysterious circumstances.”
“But I told you it was all right. He didn’t kill her.”
“I reckon it all worked out for the best. It kept the seat for the Tories.”
“Oh, you and your Tories. I’m a bit of a Liberal myself.”
“What do you know about it?”
“About as much as you do. There! That’ll be the lot. Come on. I’ve got the dinner to see to.”
I crept away from the door.
I felt excited, and the same time full of misgiving.
He had been married before. His wife had died … mysteriously. His first wife! And my mother was proposing to become his second.
I wondered what I could do. Warn her? But she must know about that long-ago scandal. She ignored it. She was bemused. She was bewitched by him.
I wished people would talk to me. I knew it was no use asking the Emerys or either of the maids. They would not tell me.
There was only one thing I could do and that was call on Pedrek’s help. Together we might discover what it was all about.
He was eager to help and asked their butler with whom he was on very friendly terms; he was told that some time ago Benedict Lansdon had stood for election in Manorleigh and just before it took place his wife had died; she had been a quiet, rather nervous woman and he had been very friendly with Mrs. Grace Hume. It had been hinted that Benedict murdered his wife to get her out of the way. It was all rumor and nothing was proved at the time of the election, and if this had not all come out, Benedict Lansdon would almost certainly have won the seat. But he was defeated at the polls because of the scandal and lost his chance of becoming a Member of Parliament. A note was discovered later … which had been written by the wife before she died. In it she said she was taking her life because she was suffering from some uncurable disease and was beginning to be in great pain.
So he was exonerated, but it was too late for him to win the election and in any case he had gone out of politics.
So there was some secret in his past. And this was the man who was to marry my mother and take her away from me!
From then on it grew worse. I saw less of my mother. They were making plans for the wedding. Uncle Peter wanted a grand one.
“There is nothing people like better than romance,” he said. “And if you are going to stand for Parliament, it is a good idea to get into the public eye … in the right way, of course.”
“That is just like Uncle Peter,” my mother said, laughing. She was always laughing at that time. “Personally I don’t care what sort of wedding it is.”
Aunt Amaryllis sided with Uncle Peter. She always did.
Benedict Lansdon was in the process of buying the house at Manorleigh. My mother had taken me down to see it. “It will be our home for much of the time, I imagine,” she said. “We shall have to nurse the constituency.”
“What of our house?” I asked.
“Well, I think I shall sell it. We shall have your … stepfather’s house in London.”
I felt my face grow red. My stepfather! I thought. What am I going to call him? I can’t call him Mr. Lansdon. Uncle Benedict? He is not my uncle. But there were a lot of people in our family called uncle although they had no right to the title. Uncle was just a nebulous form of address. It made a mockery of the title, I told Pedrek, who agreed with me. It seemed to be a major problem and I marvelled that so small a thing should matter so much. But what was I going to call him? Father? Never! It would have to be Uncle, I supposed. It was both confusing and embarrassing.
My mother went on trying to pretend she had not noticed my embarrassment and understanding it perfectly.
“We shall have that house in London and goodness knows, that is spacious enough—and the place at Manorleigh. Oh, it will be fun, Becca.” She reverted to my old childhood name when she wished to be especially tender. “You will love it. The Manorleigh house is just outside the little town and it will be in the country. You’ll love that. There will be plenty of scope for riding. You’ll have a lovely schoolroom. Miss Brown … and all of us … will be expecting great things from you.”
“What about Mr. and Mrs. Emery …?”
“Oh, I have spoken … we have spoken … about that. I am going to ask them if they would like to come with us to Manorleigh.”
That made me feel a good deal better. There would be those familiar faces near me. Moreover I knew they had been worried about their jobs.
I cried: “Oh, they will be so pleased. I heard them talking …”
“Oh? What did they say?”
“They didn’t know what would happen to them, but they reckoned you would see they were all right.”
“Of course. I’ll tell them at once. Then they can decide whether they want to come. What else did they say?”
I was silent. I could hear the clock ticking and the seconds passing. I was on the point of telling her what they had said about his wife. I could warn her perhaps. The moment passed. She did not seem to notice the hiatus.
“Oh, nothing … I can’t remember …” I said.
It was the first lie I remembered telling her.
He had indeed come between us.
My grandparents arrived in London.
I was disappointed that they seemed to be overcome by their admiration for Benedict Lansdon and delighted by the prospect of the marriage.
There was a great deal of excited talk about the constituency and the possibility of a general election.
“Not much chance yet,” said my grandfather. “Gladstone is well in … unless he comes a cropper over Ireland again.”
“It will come in time,” said my mother. “And we don’t want it too soon. Benedict has to make his presence felt before that.”
“He will do that,” added my grandmother with conviction.
She soon noticed that all was not well with me.
We went for a walk in the Park together and I quickly realized that she had arranged it so that we could talk in peace.
It was one of those late autumnal days—the mist only faintly disturbed by the softest of winds which blew from the southwest—dampish, leaving the skin glowing. There was a smell of autumn in the air and a few bronze leaves remaining on the trees.
As we walked by the Serpentine, she said to me: “I believe you are feeling a little … left out. Are you, my dear?”
I was silent for a moment. She put her arm through mine.
“You mustn’t think that. Everything is the same between you and your mother.”
“How can it be?” I demanded. “He will be there.”
“You will enjoy his company. He will be like your father.”
“I can only have one father.”
“My dearest child, your father died before you were born. You never knew him.”
“I know that he died saving Pedrek’s father’s life—and I don’t want any other father.”
She pressed my arm. “It has been a surprise to you. People often feel like that. You think there will be a change. Yes, there will be. But had you thought it might be a change for the better?”
“I liked it as it was.”
“Your mother is very happy,” she said.
“Yes,” I agreed bitterly. “Because of him.”
“You and she have been together so much. The fact that your father died made that inevitable. I know there is a very special relationship between you—and there always will be. But she and Benedict … they have been such good friends … always.”
“Then why did she marry my father? He must have been a closer friend to her.”
“Benedict went to Australia. He was out of her life. They both married different people … at first.”
“Yes, and my father died saving another man’s life. His wife … she died too.”
“Why do you say it like that, Rebecca?”
“Like what?”
“As though there was something odd about it.”
“There was something odd about it.”
“Who said so?”
I closed my lips firmly. I was not going to betray the servants.
“Tell me what you heard,” she urged.
I remained silent.
“Please, Rebecca, tell me,” she begged.
“She died and they thought he had killed her because he didn’t want to be married to her any more … and he did not win the election because of it. And afterwards they found that she had killed herself.
“It’s true,” said my grandmother. “People will always blacken the case against others, particularly if they are in a prominent position. It’s a form of envy.”
“But she did die.”
“Yes.”
“I wish my mother was not going to marry him.”
“Rebecca, you must not judge him before you know him.”
“I do know him.”
“No, you don’t. We don’t even fully know those who are closest to us. He loves your mother. I am sure of that, and she loves him. She has been so long alone. Don’t spoil it.”
“I? Spoil it?”
“Yes. You can. If she thinks you’re not happy, she won’t be.”
“I don’t think she is aware of anyone or anything … except him.”
“Just at the moment she can think of little but her new life … her state of happiness. Don’t show hostility to him. Let her enjoy this. You will … in time. But you are building up prejudices against him … and that won’t do. You’ll find everything is more or less as it was. You’ll live in a different house, true. But what are houses? Just places to live in. And you will come down to Cornwall and be with your grandfather and me. Pedrek will be there …”
“Pedrek’s going away to school.”
“Well, there’ll be holidays. You don’t think he won’t be coming to see his grandparents just because he’s going to school, do you?”
“He’s very rich, this er …”
“Benedict. Yes, he is now. You are not going to hold that against him, are you? This is not an uncommon situation, you know. Lots of young people get uneasy when their parents remarry. You mustn’t make up your mind that he is some sort of villain. Stepparents often acquire an unhealthy reputation since Cinderella. But you are too sensible to be influenced by such things.”
I began to feel a slight relief. I always felt cosy with my grandparents. I kept saying to myself: “And they’ll be there. All I have to do is go to them.”
She pressed my arm. “Come on,” she said. “Tell me what’s worrying you.”
“I … I don’t know what to call him.”
She stopped short and looked at me; and then she started to laugh. To my surprise I found myself joining in.
She composed her features and looked very serious.
“Oh, what a weighty matter!” she said. “What are you going to call him? Step-papa? That won’t do. Stepfather? Step-pa … or simply Father.”
“I can’t call him that,” I said firmly. “I have a father and he is dead.”
She must have noticed the stubborn line of my mouth.
“Well, Uncle Benedict.”
“He’s not my uncle.”
“There is a family connection somewhere … a long way back … so you could do that with a fair conscience. Uncle Benedict. Uncle Lansdon. So that was what was worrying you!”
She knew it was more than that; but we had become lighthearted.
I had known that a talk with my grandmother would do me a lot of good.
I continued to feel better. I assured myself that, whatever happened, I had my grandparents. Moreover the atmosphere in the house had lightened considerably, for the servants were no longer anxious about their future. They were going to Manorleigh—all of them; and as the new house would be much bigger than our present one, there would probably be more servants. This would mean a rise in the status of the Emerys. Mrs. Emery would become a sort of housekeeper and he a full-time butler. Their anxieties had turned to pleasure and I could not spoil the happiness of those about me.
Then I heard more conversation. I must have been adept at keeping my ears open, partly because I was frustrated. On account of my youth, facts were often kept from me. There was nothing new about that, but in the past it had seemed less important.
This time it was Jane and Mrs. Emery and they were talking about the forthcoming wedding which was not surprising because it was everybody’s favorite topic.
I was coming up the thickly carpeted stairs so my footsteps would not be heard, and the door to Mrs. Emery’s sitting room was half open. She and Jane were turning out a cupboard, preparing for a move to Manorleigh, which we were all doing in some form or other at this time.
It was wrong to eavesdrop normally, I knew; but there must be occasions when it would be foolish not to do so.
I must find out all I could about this man my mother was going to marry. It was of the utmost importance to me … as well as to her. Thus I made excuses for myself and shamelessly, I paused and listened, awaiting revelations.
“I’m not surprised,” Jane was saying. “I mean, the way she is … Goodness me, you can see she’s in love with him. She’s like a young girl. Well, you’ve got to admit, Mrs. Emery, there’s something about him.”
“He’s got something about him all right,” agreed Mrs. Emery.
“What I mean is,” went on Jane, “he’s a real man.”
“You and your real men.”
“I reckon he’ll be Prime Minister one day.”
“Here. Hold on. He’s not in Parliament yet. We’ve got to wait and see. People remember things … and even if they don’t there’s them to remind them.”
“You mean that first wife of his. Oh, that’s all settled now. She did it herself.”
“Yes, but he married her for her money. She wasn’t what you’d call ‘all there’… if you know what I mean. A bit simple like. What would a man like him be doing marrying a girl like that? Well, you see, there was this here goldmine.”
“Goldmine?” whispered Jane.
“Well, that’s where his money come from, didn’t it? See, there was gold on her father’s land and Mr. Clever found out. So what did he do? There wasn’t a son and the daughter got it all. So … he married her, then got his hands on the gold … and it was this goldmine that made him the rich man he is today.”
“Perhaps he fell in love with her.”
“Fell in love with the gold, more like.”
“Well, it’s not Mrs. M’s money he’s after, ’cos he’s got a lot more himself.”
“Oh, I reckon that’s different, but it goes to show you …”
“Show you what?”
“The sort he is. He’ll get what he wants. He’ll be in that House of Commons before you can say Jack Robinson … and when he gets there, there’ll be no holding him.”
“You’re pleased about all this, Mrs. Emery, I do believe.”
“I’ve always wanted to be in one of them houses where things go on … above stairs. Mr. Emery feels the same. I’ll tell you something. Things is going to be a bit lively in this place, mark my words. Here! What are we doing gossiping? That’s enough, Miss. We’ll never get these things sorted out at this rate.”
Silence. I made my way quietly up the stairs.
I did not like it. He had married a woman because of the gold found on her father’s land; and then … she died mysteriously.
He might possess all the assets to make him Jane’s Real Man. But I did not like it.
There was great activity. The by-election was soon to take place. My mother went to Manorleigh and Grace Hume left the Mission to give a hand. She was very efficient and had helped Benedict before.
I heard a certain amount of speculation about that, for Grace had been a close friend of Benedict’s first wife. Nothing was said about this in the press however. I only heard it from scraps of whispering from the servants.
My mother, as the prospective member’s fiancée, was a great success.
Uncle Peter said: “There is nothing like the romantic touch for getting people’s votes.”
I felt alone—apart; it seemed as though my mother had already gone. They were all so busy. No one could talk of anything but elections; and Miss Brown had started a series of lessons on the Prime Ministers of England. I was heartily tired of Sir Robert Peel and his Peelers and Lord Palmerston and his gun-boat policies.
“If you are going to be a member of a political family, you must know something of the country’s leaders,” said Miss Brown archly.
Everyone was certain that Benedict Lansdon was going to win the seat although it had been in the hands of the Tories for over a hundred years. He was working indefatigably in Manorleigh, they said, speaking every night. My mother was often with him.
“She’s a natural,” commented Uncle Peter, who had travelled to Manorleigh to attend some of the meetings. “She’s the politician’s ideal wife … another Helena. Wives are a very important part of a member’s ménage.”
Nothing else seemed to exist for them. I was surprised by my attitude. I was wishing he would not win and reproaching myself for it. It would be such a great disappointment to all the people I loved best—most of all my mother. A little failure would be good for him, I told myself virtuously; but I knew in my heart that I hated him because he had spoilt my contented and peaceful existence when he came to play such a prominent part in my mother’s life.
To the great delight of all the family, he won. I had always known that he would. He had taken the first step. He was now the Member of Parliament for Manorleigh. There was a great deal of publicity about it, because he had snatched the seat from the Tories who had held it for over a hundred years.
I was able to read about him in the papers. Writers tried to assess the reasons for his victory. He was knowledgeable; he had a ready wit; he was good-tempered with hecklers. They admitted he had fought a good campaign and he appeared to have the qualities necessary to make a good Member of Parliament. He was connected with Martin Hume who held cabinet rank in the Tory administration—albeit on the other side of the fence. It was a triumph for the Liberals. Mr. Gladstone expressed his satisfaction.
Benedict had been fortunate in having a newcomer to the neighborhood in his opponent, whereas he had fought the seat some time earlier; he had been set for victory then but the scandal attaching to his wife’s death happening at such a critical moment had let in his opponent.
Well, here he was and Manorleigh could be congratulated on electing its new member, one who promised to show energy and enthusiasm if his campaign was anything to go by.
Uncle Peter was delighted. He was tremendously proud of his grandson. There was great rejoicing throughout the family and my mother was particularly excited.
“Now,” she said, “we have to settle into that house in Manorleigh. Oh, Becca, won’t that be fun?”
Would it? I wondered.
Christmas had passed and spring was approaching. The wedding day grew near.
I had tried to shake off my foreboding. I had on one or two occasions tried to talk to my mother about Benedict. She was eager enough to talk but did not tell me what I wanted to hear.
Often in the past she had told me about those days she had spent with my father and Pedrek’s parents in the mining township. I had heard so much that I could see it clearly; the mine shaft, the shop where everything was sold, the shacks in which they lived, the celebrations when someone found gold. I could see the eager faces in the light of the fires on which they cooked their steaks; I could almost feel the hungry greed for gold.
I always saw my father as different from the others—the debonair adventurer who had come half way round the world to make his fortune. He was always merry, lighthearted, my mother told me; he always believed that luck would come to him. I could picture him so clearly I glowed with pride; I was desperately sad because I had never had the privilege of knowing him; and there followed his heroic end which fitted into the picture of my ideal. Why hadn’t he lived? Then there would have been no possibility of my mother’s marrying Benedict Lansdon.
Desperately I hoped that something would happen to prevent this marriage, but the days passed and the wedding day was fast approaching.
Benedict Lansdon had been fortunate in finding an old manor house on the market. It needed a good deal of restoration but my mother had said she would love to help in doing that. It had been built sometime in the early 1400s and restored in the days of Henry VIII—at least the two lower stories had; the upper one was pure medieval.
I should have been greatly interested in it if it had not been his house, for it was quite impressive if one did not compare it with Cador. It was shut in by red brick walls and there was an overgrown garden. I did like the garden. It was a place to lose oneself in. My mother was very excited. She was in a mood to find everything connected with her life wonderful. I wanted to remain aloof, but I could not. I was completely fascinated by Manor Grange, which was the name of the house, and I was drawn into discussions on medieval tiles and linen fold paneling, for the roof was faulty and we had to find the right tiles for repair, which was not easy, as they had to be both ancient and in good condition.
There was a long gallery for which my mother was collecting pictures. Aunt Amaryllis gave her some and my grandparents said she could choose what she wanted from Cador. I could have shared her enthusiasm if Benedict had not been part of it.
Above the gallery were the attics—big rooms with sloping ceilings which would be the servants’ quarters. Mr. and Mrs. Emery had been down to see the rooms they would have and had expressed their delight.
“You must move in before the wedding,” my mother had told her, “just to get everything ready for when we return … Perhaps you could go about a week before.”
Mrs. Emery thought that would be excellent.
“It will be necessary to engage more staff,” said my mother. “We’ll have to go into that carefully.”
Mrs. Emery agreed, bristling with pride which the responsibility of being in charge of a larger household brought her.
It was arranged that the furniture my mother wanted to keep should go down a week or so before the wedding. Our house would be put up for sale and the week before the wedding my mother and I would stay with Aunt Amaryllis and Uncle Peter. My grandparents, who would be coming to London for the wedding, would stay there also.
It was with great pleasure that the Emerys installed themselves in the new house, taking Jane and Ann with them. The Emerys immediately set about engaging more staff. They had changed overnight; they bristled with importance. Mrs. Emery affected black bombazine which rustled as she walked; she had also acquired jet beads and earrings which seemed to be the insignia of housekeeping dignity. She had assumed a new aura; she was imperious and formidable. Mr. Emery was only slightly less so. He was most carefully dressed in a morning coat with striped trousers. There was a world of difference in being butler to Mr. Benedict Lansdon, M.P., from handyman at the small residence of Mrs. Mandeville.
My mother laughed immoderately about the attitude of the servants and I laughed with her. So there were times when we seemed as close as we had ever been.
Then there was the house which was to be our London residence. It was tall, elegant and Georgian, situated in a London square opposite enclosed gardens. It was similar to that of Uncle Peter and Aunt Amaryllis, only Benedict Lansdon’s—naturally—was even more grand. There was a spacious hall and a wide staircase, ideal for receiving guests before they were conducted to the lofty drawing room on the first floor where of course a Member of Parliament with high ambitions would do a great deal of entertaining. It was furnished with expensive simplicity—red and white with a touch of gold here and there. I wondered if I should ever feel it was home to me. I believed I would always think longingly of my room in our old house which was about half the size of the one allocated to me here. Miss Brown’s was almost as large. Then we had a schoolroom on the same floor—very different from the little box of a room where Miss Brown and I used to work.
Miss Brown was as delighted by the change as the Emerys but she did not show it so blatantly. I wondered if I should have shared their pleasure in our more opulent way of life if I had not had to accept Benedict Lansdon with it.
It was coming closer. The servants had left for Manorleigh; my mother and I had moved in with Uncle Peter and Aunt Amaryllis and the preparations seemed more intensive than ever. Nobody spoke of anything but the wedding.
My grandparents arrived. I was allowed to join the dinner party. Uncle Peter had said that as soon as the children came of a reasonable age they should do so because it was good for them to listen to the conversation of adults which gave them confidence. I have to admit to being a little fascinated by him. He was always so charming to everyone and made me feel that, young as I was, I was of some importance. There was none of that “not for the children” attitude from him. He would often address me and sometimes when he was talking at the table his eyes would meet mine and it was almost as though there was a secret understanding between us. What made him so attractive was that aura of wickedness about him. I knew there was something, but I was not sure what. It set him apart, some scandal from the past which he had overridden and from which he had emerged triumphantly by snapping his fingers at conventions. Mystery was very attractive. I was constantly trying to find out what he had done but no one would tell me.
It was strange because he reminded me so much of Benedict. I had the feeling that when he was Benedict’s age he must have been rather like his grandson. Scandal had touched them both … and neither of them had allowed it to destroy him. There was something indestructible about him. I hated Benedict. I had admitted it at last. And it was because I was afraid of him. But on the other hand, because I had nothing to fear from Uncle Peter, I was fond of him.
There was no doubt that Uncle Peter was delighted by the coming marriage; he beamed his approval. He was certain that Benedict was going to succeed and politics had always fascinated him. He himself had planned such a career and whatever that scandalous thing was in his past, it had put an end to it. But he lived politics through his son-in-law Martin Hume. I had heard it said: “Martin is Peter’s puppet.” I wondered if this was so. I could well believe it. And now Benedict was to follow that tradition. But of one thing I was certain: Benedict would never be anyone’s puppet.
Uncle Peter was very rich. So was Benedict. I had an inkling that they had both come to be wealthy in a rather shady way.
I wished I knew more. What frustration it is to be young … when people hide things from you and you can only glean little pieces of information. It is like fitting together a jigsaw puzzle with the most important bits missing.
Conversation at the dinner table was all about the wedding and the honeymoon which was to be in Italy. They would not go to France because that was where my mother had had her first honeymoon with my father. She used to tell me about the little hotel in the mountains overlooking the sea, where they had stayed.
“I wouldn’t stay away too long,” said Uncle Peter. “You don’t want the people of Manorleigh to think their new M.P. is deserting them.”
“We shall be away a month,” my mother told him, and, seeing Uncle Peter looked a little shocked, she added: “I insisted.”
“So you see,” said Benedict, “I had to agree.”
“I am sure the electorate of Manorleigh would realize that a honeymoon is a rather special occasion,” put in my grandfather.
My mother smiled at Uncle Peter. “You are always saying that the people love romance. I think they might have been disappointed in us if we had cut it short.”
“Good reasoning perhaps,” conceded Uncle Peter.
When we went to our rooms that night, my grandmother followed me up.
“I wanted to have a little talk,” she said. “Where shall you be while you are waiting for them to come back?”
I said: “I can stay here.”
“Is that what you want?”
I hesitated. The tenderness in her voice touched me deeply, and I was horrified to discover that I was near to tears.
“I … I don’t know,” I said.
“I thought you didn’t.” She smiled brightly. “Why don’t you come back with us? Your grandfather and I were talking about it coming up in the train and said how nice it would be if you decided to come and stay with us for a while. Miss Brown could come and … well, you might as well be at Cador as here.”
“Oh … I’d like that.”
“Then it’s settled. Aunt Amaryllis won’t mind. She’d understand that you might feel a little lonely here, whereas a complete change of scene … we all know you love Cador … to say nothing of how we should love to have you.”
“Oh, Granny,” I cried, and flung myself into her arms.
I did weep a little but she pretended not to notice.
“It’s the best time of the year for Cornwall,” she said.
So they were married. My mother looked beautiful in a dress of pale lavender and a hat of the same color with an ostrich feather to shade her face. Benedict looked very distinguished; everyone said what a handsome pair they made.
There were many important people there and they all came back to the house where Uncle Peter and Aunt Amaryllis played their accustomed role of host and hostess.
Uncle Peter was obviously pleased by the way in which everything had gone. As for myself, my depression had deepened. All my hopes for the miracle which was going to stop the marriage had come to nothing. Heaven had turned from me and my prayers had fallen on deaf ears. My mother, Mrs. Angelet Mandeville, was now Mrs. Benedict Lansdon.
And he was my stepfather.
Everyone was assembled in the drawing room; the cake had been cut, the champagne drunk, the speeches made. It was time for the departure on the honeymoon.
My mother had gone to her room to change. As she passed me she said: “Rebecca, come with me. I want to talk.”
Willingly I followed her.
When we were in her bedroom she turned to me, concern showing on her face.
“Oh Becca,” she said, “I wish I hadn’t got to leave you.”
I felt a rush of happiness and, fearing to show my true feelings, I said: “I could hardly expect to go with you on your honeymoon.”
“I’ll miss you.”
I nodded.
“I hope you’ll be all right. I am so glad you are going to Cornwall. It’s where you’d rather be, I know. You do love them so much, don’t you … and Cador …?”
I nodded again.
She held me tightly in her arms.
“When I come back … it’s going to be wonderful. You’ll share things with us …”
I just smiled and pretended that I was content. I had to. I could not spoil the happiness which I knew was hers.
I stood with the others waving goodbye.
My grandmother was beside me. She took my hand and pressed it.
The next day I was with them on our way to Cornwall.
The Waiting Months
MY GRANDMOTHER WAS RIGHT. Spring is undoubtedly the best time in Cornwall. I felt better when I smelt the sea. I stood at the carriage window as we chuffed through red-soiled Devon where the train ran close to the sea for a few miles … then leaving lush Devon behind and crossing the Tamar into Cornwall which had its own special fey quality to be found nowhere else.
And in time we had arrived. The station master greeted us and one of the grooms was waiting with the carriage to take us to Cador. I felt more emotional than usual when I saw the grey stone walls and those towers facing the sea; and I knew I had been right to come.
My familiar room was ready for me and soon I was at the window watching the gulls swooping and screeching and the white frothy waves slightly ruffled by the breeze blowing in from the southwest.
My grandmother looked in and said: “I’m glad you came. Your grandfather was afraid you might not.”
I turned and smiled at her. “Of course I came,” I said, and we laughed together.
Miss Brown was pleased to be in Cornwall although I think she was looking forward to being in her new grand quarters at Manorleigh and in London.
“The change will be good,” she said. “A bridge between the old and new way of life.”
I slept more deeply that night than I had for some time and was undisturbed by the vague dreams which had haunted my sleep lately. Benedict Lansdon was usually somewhere in those dreams … a rather sinister figure. I told no one of them. I knew people would say I was building up feelings against him for no other reason than that I resented a stepfather. And perhaps they would be right.
The next day at breakfast, my grandmother said: “What shall you do today?”
“Well, Miss Brown thinks we should waste no more time. Lessons have been a little interrupted lately and she thinks we should get down to normal work without delay.”
My grandmother grimaced. “What does that mean … lessons in the morning?”
“Yes, I’m afraid so.”
“Is that the law?” asked my grandfather.
“As unalterable as that of the Medes and the Persians,” replied my grandmother.
“I was hoping we’d have a ride together today,” he went on. “Perhaps this afternoon, as this morning seems to be devoted to work.”
“You ought to go and see Jack and Marian,” said my grandmother. “They’ll be put out if you don’t take Rebecca along.”
Jack was my mother’s brother. One day he would inherit Cador and he had been brought up to manage the estate. This he did with the same single-mindedness which his father had always shown. He did not live at Cador now although I supposed in due course he would come back to the ancestral home. He, with his wife and five-year-old twins, lived at Dorey Manor—a lovely Elizabethan manor-house. They were often at Cador. On his marriage he had expressed a desire for a separate household, which I think was due to his wife who, although she was very fond of my grandmother, was the sort of woman who would want to be absolute mistress in her own household. It seemed an excellent arrangement.
Dorey Manor had been the home of my grandfather before his marriage, so it was all part of the Cador estate.
“We’ll look in on them this afternoon,” said my grandfather. “Agreed, Rebecca?”
“Of course. I am longing to see them.”
“Then that’s settled.”
“I’ll tell them to get Dandy ready for you.”
“Oh yes, please.”
It felt like coming home. This was my own family. My likes and dislikes were remembered. My dear Dandy, whom I always rode in Cornwall, was waiting for me. He was so called because there was an elegance about him. He was beautiful and seemed fully aware of the fact. He was graceful in all his movements and seemed fond of me in a certain rather disdainful way. “He’s a regular dandy,” one of the grooms had said of him, and that was the name he became to be known by.
Galloping along the beach, cantering across the meadows, I would forget for a while that Benedict Lansdon had taken my mother from me.
My grandmother said suddenly: “Do you remember High Tor?”
“That lovely old house?” I asked. “Weren’t there new people there?”
“The Westcotts, yes. But they were only renting. When Sir John Persing died there was no family left. The trustees of the estate wanted to sell … and they let it in the meantime. That was how the Westcotts came. Well, there are some new people there now … French.”
“A kind of refugee,” said my grandfather.
“How interesting. Do you know them?”
“We are on nodding terms. They’ve come over from France after the trouble there … or before perhaps … seeing it coming.”
“The trouble?”
“Now don’t tell your grandfather you don’t know what’s been happening in France. He’ll be horrified at your ignorance.”
“Wasn’t there a war, or something?”
“A war indeed—and a mighty defeat of the French by the Prussians. And it is because of this defeat that the Bourdons are here.”
“You mean they have left their own country?”
“Yes.”
“And are they going to live here?”
My grandmother shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t know. But at the moment they are at High Tor. I think they have taken the place on approval as it were with a view to buying. I expect a great deal will depend on what happens in France.”
“What are they like?”
“There are the parents and a son and daughter.”
“How interesting. Do people here like them?”
“Well, there is always prejudice against foreigners,” said my grandfather.
“The girl is rather sweet,” said my grandmother. “She’s Celeste. I’d say she was about sixteen, wouldn’t you, Rolf?”
“I imagine so,” replied my grandfather.
“And the young man … he’s very dashing … what would you say … twenty … twenty-one …?”
“Very likely. We might ask them over some time. Would you like that, Rebecca?”
“Oh yes … of course. I suppose-most things are just the same here as they always were.”
“Oh, we have our changes. As we’ve told you, we’ve had the French invasion. Apart from that, much remains the same. The October gales were a little more fierce last year and there was even more rain than usual, which did not please the farmers. Mrs. Polhenny is still sorting out the sheep from the goats, preaching the gospel of eternal damnation awaiting the sinners, which include most of us, herself being the only exception. And Jenny Stubbs is as bemused as ever.”
“Does she still go about singing to herself?”
My grandmother nodded. “Pour soul,” she said softly.
“And thinks she is going to have a baby?”
“Just the same, I’m afraid. But she is happy enough … so I suppose it is not as tragic to her as it seems to us.”
“It’s going to be a fine day,” said my grandfather. “I’ll look forward to our ride this afternoon.”
I left them at the breakfast table and went up to my room.
In the schoolroom Miss Brown would be waiting for me.
Dandy was saddled and ready for me in the stables.
“Nice to have ’ee back, Miss Rebecca,” Jim Isaacs, the groom, told me.
I told him it was nice to be back and as we were talking my grandfather arrived.
“Hello,” he said. “Are we all ready? Well then, we might as well go, Rebecca.”
It was good to be riding through those lanes. Everywhere was a profusion of wild flowers and the air was damp with the balmy smells of spring. In the fields the dandelions and daisies, the lady smocks and cuckoo flowers were blooming; and the birds were singing rapturously because spring was here. I told myself I had been right to come.
“Where would you like to go after Dorey Manor? Down to the sea, back over the moors or just a ride in the country lanes?”
“I don’t mind. I’m just glad to be here.”
“That’s the spirit,” he said.
We made our way to Dorey Manor. Aunt Marian came out to greet us, holding a twin by each hand.
She embraced me warmly.
“Jack,” she called. “Come and see who’s here.”
Uncle Jack came running down the stairs.
“Rebecca.” He hugged me. “Lovely to see you. How are you, eh?”
“Very well, Uncle, and you?”
“Better than ever now I’ve seen you. How did the wedding go?”
I told them that all had gone according to plan.
The twins were tugging at my skirts. I looked down at them. They were adorable—Jacco and Anne-Mary. Jacco after that young man who had drowned in Australia with his parents, and Anne-Mary taking part of my grandmother’s name Annora and part from her mother Marian.
They leaped round me, expressing their pleasure. Anne-Mary asked with great gravity if I knew that she was four and three-quarters and would be five in June. She added, as though it were a matter for great surprise: “Jacco will be too.”
I expressed great interest in the fact and then listened to Jacco telling me how well he could ride.
We went into the house in which my grandfather took great pride. It had been almost beyond repair when he and his parents had restored it. They had been lawyers and my grandfather was trained in his profession but he had abandoned all that most willingly to devote himself to Cador.
Jack proudly showed us the recent restoration of the linen fold panelling while Marian brought out a decanter of her homemade wine. There was talk about the estate and of course the wedding. Marian wanted to hear all about that.
“What a different life it will be for Angelet,” said Jack.
“Most exciting, I am sure,” added Marian.
And I felt one of those twinges of sadness and resentment which I knew would be with me for a long time.
We left them in due course and continued our ride. We went inland for a mile or so. I looked ahead to the grey stone house built on a slight hillock.
“High Tor,” commented my grandfather. “Hardly a tor. Just a little high ground.”
“All the same, it must be draughty when the winds blow,” I said.
“But compensated by the superb views of the countryside. The walls are thick and they have stood up to the storms for at least a couple of hundred years. I daresay the Bourdons manage to keep snug enough inside.”
“It must be rather sad to be driven out of one’s country.”
“There is an alternative. Stay and take the consequences.”
“It must be a difficult decision. I could not see you ever leaving Cador.”
“I hope such an eventuality would never occur.”
“Cador would be quite different without you, Grandfather.”
“I loved it the moment I saw it. But I can understand those people in a way. Remember, the great revolution is not so far back; and the defeat by the Prussians must have unnerved them.”
We were walking our horses along a winding path when we heard the sound of hoofs a little way off. Then we were confronted by two riders—a girl of about sixteen and a young man a few years older.
“Good morning,” said my grandfather.
“Good morning,” they both replied, their French accent discernible in those two short words, so I guessed who they were.
“Rebecca,” said my grandfather, “This is Monsieur Jean Pascal Bourdon and Mademoiselle Celeste Bourdon. My granddaughter Rebecca Mandeville.”
Two pairs of bright, alert, dark eyes studied me intently.
The girl was attractive with her dark hair and eyes and olive skin. Her riding habit fitted her womanly figure perfectly and she sat her horse with a grace which was immediately apparent. The same description could also be applied to the young man. He was lithe and handsome with smooth almost black hair and a ready smile.
“Are you settling happily?” asked my grandfather.
“Oh yes … yes … we settle very well, do we not, Celeste?”
“We settle very well,” she repeated carefully.
“That’s splendid. My wife wanted you all to come over and have luncheon one day,” went on my grandfather. “Do you think that will be possible?”
“It would be a grand plaisir.”
“Your parents … and both of you … how’s that?”
The girl said: “We like very much …”
Her brother added: “Yes, very much.”
“It must be soon,” added my grandfather. “Rebecca’s home is in London and we don’t know how long she will be staying with us.”
“Very nice,” they said.
The men doffed their hats and we went on our way.
“They seem very pleasant,” said my grandfather; and I agreed.
“I think it is time we started back,” he said. “We spent longer than I intended at Dorey. Still, you had to see Marian and Jack and the twins.”
On our way home we went past Mrs. Polhenny’s cottage with the prim curtains drawn across all the windows. I thought of Leah working away at her embroidery behind one of them and started once more to wonder about her.
My grandmother was interested to hear of our encounter with the Bourdons. “I’ll think about making a date right away,” she said.
There were no schoolroom meals at Cador. I took them with my grandparents. They said that they did not see me often enough and did not want to lose a moment of my company. Miss Brown had her meals with us too.
That evening we talked of the Bourdons. My grandmother had already sent a note over to High Tor inviting them.
“I am so sorry for people who find it necessary to leave their countries,” my grandmother was saying.
“We had a great number of them over here at the end of last century,” added my grandfather.
Miss Brown remarked that the French Revolution was a dreadful piece of history. “We shall be covering it when you have finished with the English Prime Ministers, Rebecca.” She added, turning to my grandparents: “I thought she should know something of them, as she will soon be living in political circles.”
“An excellent idea,” said my grandfather. “How interesting it must be.”
“These leaders are so important,” said my grandmother.
“The trouble is,” said Miss Brown, “that some of them are not truly fitted for the post. Perhaps all great men have some flaws.”
“As the rest of us do,” said my grandfather.
“Napoleon the Third certainly had his.”
“You know who he is, Rebecca?” My grandfather had turned to me. He never left me out of the conversation.
“Well, he was the French Emperor before the war, wasn’t he?”
“Exactly. It is a great mistake for people to have responsibility simply because they are related to the great. There was only one Napoleon. We did not need a second or a third.”
“I suppose it is their name,” I said. “And they have a right to it.”
“His father was Louis Bonaparte, King of Holland, brother of the first Napoleon, and his mother Hortense de Beauharnais, Napoleon the First’s stepdaughter,” said Miss Brown, who could never resist turning any conversation into a lesson. “From an early age he wanted to follow in his uncle’s footsteps.”
“So he succeeded in becoming Emperor,” said my grandmother.
“And his early career was one disaster after another,” continued my grandfather who was as interested in history as Miss Brown. “His vainglorious attempts to call attention to himself resulted in a term of imprisonment. First he was shipped to the United States and then he came here to England where he was for a while, but he saw his chance with the outbreak of the revolution in ’48, returned to France, acquired a seat in the National Assembly, and started to work for the imperial title.”
“Well, he succeeded in getting it, apparently,” said my grandmother.
“Yes, for a time.”
“Quite a long time, I believe,” she replied.
“He wanted a name to compare with that of his uncle. But he hadn’t the same genius.”
“And where did Napoleon’s genius lead him?” demanded my grandmother.
“Elba and St. Helena,” I cut in, eager to show them that I knew something of what they were talking about.
Miss Brown threw me a glance of approval.
“All might have been well,” continued my grandfather, “if he had not become jealous of the growing power of Prussia, and underestimated it. He provoked war with Prussia. He thought he could defeat them easily and win glory for himself. He reckoned without the discipline of the Prussians. He must have known his fate was sealed at Sedan.”
“And then the Bourdons decided to get away,” I said, trying to turn the conversation to a subject of more immediate concern to us.
“Very far-seeing indeed,” said my grandfather. “Revolution in Paris … disaster for Napoleon III. And as a consequence we have the Empress and her son at Camden House in Chislehurst … and the Emperor has now joined her … no longer a prisoner … but an exile from his country.”
“Like the Bourdons,” I said.
My grandmother smiled at me. “You should never let your grandfather get on to history,” she said. “There is no stopping him once he gets started.”
“A fascinating subject,” said Miss Brown with a smile.
Just as we were leaving the dining room, one of the grooms came in with a note for my grandmother.
The Bourdons were all delighted to accept her kind invitation to luncheon.
They came as arranged and it was a very interesting meeting.
Monsieur and Madame Bourdon were, as my grandmother commented afterwards, typically French. He had a trim pointed beard, crisp dark hair and a very gallant manner. He kissed hands … even mine … and the look he gave my grandmother was clearly one of admiration. Madame was a good-looking woman and her vivacity and charm made her seem ten or fifteen years younger than she must have been. She was inclined to be plump; her hair was faultlessly dressed and her large brown eyes gave the impression that she missed little. Their English was barely adequate, but I found that quaint and charming.
The son and daughter were like their parents and I detected similar qualities. The young man’s gallantry and awareness of feminine society for instance; the girl’s svelte appearance.
They admired Cador’s impressiveness and antiquity; and my grandmother said she would show them the house after luncheon if they wished to see it. Monsieur Bourdon said it would be a great pleasure, Madame declared it would give her immense delight, and the son and daughter echoed their parents’ words.
Over lunch they talked of the terrible events in their country which had led to their exile.
I gathered that Madame Bourdon was acquainted with the Empress Eugenie and that Monsieur Bourdon had, on several occasions, been admitted to the society of Napoleon III.
“Now that our Emperor and Empress are in England … we feel that we must be with them,” said Monsieur Bourdon haltingly.
My grandmother asked them how much they liked High Tor.
“Very well … very well,” was their reply.
“Do you think you will return to France?” asked my grandfather.
Monsieur Bourdon put the palms of his hands together and shook his head from side to side, shrugging his shoulders at the same time.
“It could be … yes. It could be … no. La République.” He grimaced. “If the Emperor returns …”
“I should hardly think he would do that for a very long time,” said my grandfather.
“And in the meantime he lives in exile,” added my grandmother. “I wonder how they feel about that. It must be strange to go from all the pomp and ceremony of the French Court to quiet Chislehurst.”
“Perhaps he is happy to escape to that quiet spot.”
I noticed that Jean Pascal was watching Jenny, the parlormaid who was serving at table. Their eyes met as she held a dish of vegetables for him. She was flushed. Jenny was interested in young men, I knew. I promised myself that I would try to find out what she thought of this one.
When the meal was over we showed them over Cador.
I was with them. I liked to hear my grandfather explain the history of the place. He loved the topic so much and spoke so enthusiastically that my grandmother gently put an end to his discourse which she feared might be boring to the guests.
We were in the gallery in which were displayed some old tapestries, some in the region of five hundred years old, when Madame Bourdon became very excited.
“Cette tapisserie … it is … how you say? … er … made right?”
“Repaired? Oh yes. We had to have it done. I think it was mended rather well.”
“But … it is very good.”
“You noticed.”
“My wife … she is very interested,” explained Monsieur Bourdon. “We have some tapisserie … very good … very old … Gobelins … You understand?”
“Indeed yes,” said my grandmother. “That must be wonderful.”
Jean Pascal, who was more fluent in our language than his parents were, said that they had brought some of their most valuable tapestry with them. They had been going to have it repaired in France, but if there was someone who could repair it as well as ours had been done, perhaps it would be possible for theirs to be done here.
“It was a young girl living quite near here who restored these two years ago,” said my grandmother. “She is very clever with her needle, as you see. She is a professional seamstress and does embroidery on garments and such things which are sold in the shops in Plymouth … at quite high prices I imagine.”
Madame Bourdon became very excited.
“If you could tell my mother where to find this embroiderer, she would be very grateful to you,” said Jean Pascal.
My grandmother was thoughtful. She glanced at my grandfather. “It’s Leah,” she said, “and that makes it a little awkward. You know how Mrs. Polhenny was about letting Leah come up here.”
She turned to our guests. “I will speak to the girl’s mother and ask her if she will allow the girl to go to High Tor. You see, her mother likes her to work at home.”
“We will pay well …” began Jean Pascal.
“Leave it to me. I will do what I can.”
We left it at that and there was a great deal of talk about tapestry. Apparently the Bourdons had some priceless pieces in their collection—one from the Chateau of Blois and another which had been in Chambord.
“It was risk bringing them over,” said Jean Pascal, “but my mother could not bear to leave them behind, and some of them did get a little damaged in transport.”
When they left, my grandmother assured them that the next day she would go to the Polhenny cottage and would let them know the result immediately.
The next afternoon my grandmother said she was going to beard Mrs. Polhenny in her den and would I care to accompany her? I said I would.
We walked into the town, talking about the Bourdons and the possibility of Mrs. Polhenny’s allowing Leah to go up to High Tor to do the work.
“It would mean she would have to stay up there for several weeks, I expect.”
“Why should she not go each day?”
“Well, I think she needs the very best light to do the work. She might get there and find the light no longer any good. I think she would have to be on the spot.”
“Why shouldn’t Mrs. Polhenny want her to stay there?”
“Mrs. Polhenny sees evil all around her … even where it doesn’t exist … and she expects the worst. She wants Leah to live in the shelter of her own home where a watchful eye can be kept on her.”
We reached the cottage. The windows gleamed, the pebbles on the path looked as though they had been freshly polished, the porch steps had been recently scrubbed. We knocked at the door.
There was a long pause. We listened and thought we could hear a movement within. My grandmother called out: “It’s Mrs. Hanson and Rebecca. Is that you, Leah?”
The door opened and there was Leah. She looked flushed, uncertain and very pretty.
“My mother is not in,” she said. “She was called up to Egham Farm. Mrs. Masters has started.”
“Oh,” said my grandmother, and then: “May we come in for a moment?”
“Oh, yes … of course. Please do,” replied Leah.
We were taken into the parlor. I noticed that the brass ornaments had been polished to a dazzling brilliance. There was a sofa with two cushions placed at symmetrical angles; the antimacassars on the backs of the chairs were spotless and there were arm covers on the chairs to prevent contamination from those who sat in them.
We scarcely dared sit.
“Shall I ask Mother to come and see you when she returns? I don’t know when it will be. You can never be sure with babies.”
“Well, this actually concerns you, Leah,” said my grandmother. Leah must be about eighteen years old after all. It was an age to make one’s own decisions. But she was clearly a meek girl and Mrs. Polhenny was a formidable parent. “You know the French people?”
“Those at High Tor,” said Leah.
My grandmother nodded. “They took luncheon with us yesterday and while they were there they saw the work you had done on the tapestries.”
“Oh, I loved doing that, Mrs. Hanson.”
“I know you did. It was a change, wasn’t it? Well, apparently they have some fine tapestries up there. They mentioned Gobelins. You know of them, Leah? Of course you do. They are some of the finest in the world. They are very ancient and in need of repair. Having seen what you did to ours …”
Leah looked excited.
“In fact, they would like to talk to you about repairing theirs.”
“Oh, I should love to do that. I get a little tired of working rosebuds and butterflies on ladies’ petticoats.”
“This would be different, wouldn’t it? And fancy … they have been worked by people hundreds of years ago.”
“Yes, I know.”
“You would be expected to stay up there while you did the work. You would need the best of light and the journey to and fro would be a little too long … there and back.”
She nodded. Then she said: “My mother did not like my being away from home … even with you.”
“Well, that is what I came to discuss. I promised Monsieur and Madame Bourdon that I would ask you. They would pay you very well. I imagine you could name your price.”
I studied her. She was very pretty; and now that she was excited, this was more obvious.
“Would you like a cup of tea?” she asked.
“That would be very acceptable,” replied my grandmother.
She left us. We looked round the little room and I knew what my grandmother was thinking. It had an unlived-in look. I could not imagine that this was a very happy home. There would be too much striving after what was right and proper in the eyes of that martinet Mrs. Polhenny—and little thought of pleasure.
While we were drinking tea and nibbling homemade biscuits that lady herself came in.
She came straight into the parlor. She was surprised. Her eyes rested momentarily on me and I wondered if I was doing something I should not and perhaps spoiling the perfection of her brown velvet-covered armchair.
“Mrs. Hanson …” she began.
“You must forgive the intrusion, Mrs. Polhenny,” said my grandmother. “Leah has given us tea and your oatmeal biscuits are delicious.”
“Oh,” said Mrs. Polhenny, smiling, “I’m glad she made tea for you.”
“How was it at the farm?”
“Another boy.” Her face softened. “A lovely healthy boy. They’re pleased. Rather a long labor but everything going well. I shall be keeping my eyes on them. I’ll be getting back later today.”
“I’m glad all went well. We came to talk of a rather interesting proposition. We have mentioned it to Leah.”
“Oh, what was that?”
“You know we have those French refugees up at High Tor?”
“Yes, I do.”
“And Leah made such a good job of our tapestries. When they came to luncheon with us they saw what she had done. The fact is they would like her to do the same for them. Apparently they have some valuable pieces up there and they want someone to repair them. They would like Leah to do it.”
Mrs. Polhenny was frowning. “Leah has plenty of work here.”
“This would be different and more highly paid, I imagine.”
That did bring a glimmer of interest into Mrs. Polhenny’s eyes.
“It would mean her staying up there for a week or two … perhaps even more.”
Mrs. Polhenny’s face hardened. “Why couldn’t she go every day?”
“Well, it is a little far … that journey twice a day … and then there is the matter of catching the best of the light. It’s intricate work.”
“Leah wouldn’t want to be away from home.”
“Don’t you think she would enjoy a change? She’d be very comfortable up at High Tor and they would be very grateful to get the work done. Madame Bourdon was quite lyrical about her tapestry. You can see she loves it.”
“Leah has plenty of work here.”
“Do think about it, Mrs. Polhenny.”
“I think a young girl’s place is home with her mother.”
“But she wouldn’t be far away.”
“Couldn’t they send the tapestries here?”
“Impossible. They are big, I expect … and very valuable.”
“They could get somebody else.”
“They like Leah’s work. She is especially talented. This would be good for her. People might visit them and see her work … as they visited us. You don’t know what would come of it. You know we have the Emperor Napoleon and Empress Eugenie in England now. They are friends of Monsieur and Madame Bourdon. Who knows, Leah might be working for royalty.”
Mrs. Polhenny looked skeptical. “They’re a sinful lot, from what I hear.”
“Oh, Mrs. Polhenny, you can’t believe all you hear. I think this would be an excellent chance for her.”
“I don’t like my daughter to be away from home at night. I like to know she’s here … and I’m in the next room to her.”
“Don’t refuse right away. Think about it. Leah loved doing our tapestry. How much more interesting such work is than plain embroidery.”
“With foreigners!”
“They are the same as we are,” I said.
Mrs. Polhenny gave me a stern look. In her opinion, I was sure, young girls should be seen and not heard.
“Let’s leave it like this,” said my grandmother. “But think what it would be worth … financially.”
“I’d want her home every night.”
“I don’t think that would be feasible. She has to catch the best of the light and you know how predictable the weather is. A light morning can turn to a dull one and her journey would be wasted. And it is a little far. Just think about it. In the meantime, I’ll have a word with Madame Bourdon.”
So we left it at that.
As we walked away my grandmother said: “Sometimes I think Mrs. Polhenny is a little unbalanced. It’s a pity. She’s such an excellent midwife.”
“And a good housewife too, it seems. There’s nothing out of place in that cottage. It’s uncomfortably clean.”
My grandmother laughed. “It’s what is called a fetish and I don’t think that is a very healthy thing to have. Then, of course, there’s Leah. She can’t have a very happy life. Poor girl, it must be difficult to live up to that perfection. And the way she guards the girl … it’s really unnatural.”
“She seems afraid that Leah might do something … terrible.”
My grandmother nodded and said: “I do hope she will see sense. I tried to persuade her. I thought I detected a glimmer of interest when I talked of money.”
“Yes, so did I.”
“Well, we’ll have to wait and see. I’ll write a note to Madame Bourdon and tell her of the reluctance. Perhaps if the money were tempting enough …”
So we should have to wait and see.
A letter came from my mother. She was wonderfully happy, she wrote, and she hoped I was enjoying Cornwall. What she was looking forward to about coming home was seeing me. She hoped I would be in London when she arrived. We would stay a few days there and then go down to Manorleigh. It was going to be so exciting.
“You will be able to help us in the political work. It will be great fun and I know that you will enjoy it. Oh, Becca, we’re going to be so happy together … the three of us.”
So she wanted me there when she returned.
I showed the letter to my grandmother.
“She’s very happy,” she said smiling. “It comes out, doesn’t it? You can sense it. We must be happy for her, Rebecca. She deserves to be happy.”
“I must be there when she comes back,” I said.
“Yes, your grandfather and I will go up with you. I should like a few days in town.”
So it was arranged.
The last day arrived. I rode in the morning, Miss Brown was busy packing. In the afternoon I took a walk to the pool. I saw Jenny on the way. She was singing softly to herself happy in the certainty that she would soon have her baby.
She was certainly, as my grandmother would say, unbalanced. I suppose the same description could be applied to Mrs. Polhenny because of her preoccupation with sin.
We heard that she had succumbed to the lure of money, that Leah had completed her commitments to the Plymouth customers, and was going to take a rest from such work and go up to High Tor to repair the Bourdon’s tapestries.
The next day we left for London. We went to Uncle Peter and Aunt Amaryllis as we usually did. My mother and her husband were due to arrive in London the day after we did.
I was apprehensive, realizing how peaceful it had been in Cornwall and how preoccupied I had been with the matter of the Bourdon’s tapestries and Mrs. Polhenny’s addiction to virtue, as well as with Jenny Stubbs singing happily in the lanes.
That was far away and now I had to face the grim reality.
I thought Uncle Peter was strangely quiet. Usually he dominated the scene. When I asked him how he was he said he was well and busy as usual and very much looking forward to the return of the married couple.
“Now we shall see something,” he said. “Benedict is not the man to stand still.”
The pride and admiration in his voice annoyed me. Why must everyone have this immense respect for the man!
The day came. The cab arrived at the door. We were all waiting to greet them. And there was my mother, looking beautiful and I noticed with a pang—half regret, half pleasure-looked as radiant as she had before she left, or perhaps even more so.
I flung myself into her arms.
“Oh Becca, Becca,” she said. “How I’ve missed you! Everything would have been perfect if you had been there.”
Benedict was smiling at me. He took my hands in his. My mother was watching us … willing me to show my pleasure. So I smiled as brightly as I could.
She had brought a china plaque for me to hang on my wall. On it had been painted a picture of a woman who bore a strong resemblance to Raphael’s Madonna della Sedia of which I had once seen a copy and had loved it. She had remembered this.
“It’s lovely,” I said.
“We chose it together.”
And again I smiled at him.
After dinner, I was to go back with them to his London house and I was not looking forward to it. I felt it would indeed be the beginning of a new life.
There was a great deal of talk at dinner. Aunt Amaryllis wanted to hear about Italy and the honeymoon; Uncle Peter was more interested in what plans Benedict had.
“We shall go down to Manorleigh as soon as possible,” said Benedict. “I don’t want my constituents to think that I am an absentee Member.”
“There’ll be lots for you to do, Angelet,” said Aunt Amaryllis. “I know how it is with Helena.”
“Garden fêtes to open … bazaars … charities for this and that,” said my mother. “I’m prepared.”
“It will be nice to be at Manorleigh,” went on Aunt Amaryllis, “and you’ll have the town house as well. What could be more convenient?”
“It’s a blessing that Manorleigh happens to be so near London,” said Benedict. “It’ll make the journey to and fro so much easier.”
“What on earth would have happened if your constituency had been in Cornwall?”
“I can only thank Heaven that it was not.”
I wished it had been. Then I could have been with my grandparents for much of the time. But I would still visit them … frequently. I must remember that. If ever life became too difficult with him … I had my escape.
When the meal was over I left with my mother and her husband for his house. My grandparents were staying with Uncle Peter and Aunt Amaryllis and going back to Cornwall in a few days.
As we walked to the house, my mother linked her arm through mine. He was on the other side of her; they were arm in arm. Anyone seeing us would have thought what a happy family we were and none would have guessed at the turmoil within me.
I felt lost in the big house and a desolate sense of not belonging. It was such a grand house. As soon as I entered it I felt as though every part of it was looking down its nose, demanding to know what I was doing there. Everything looked as though it had cost a great deal of money. There were heavy red curtains, their rich folds held in place by thick bands which in any other house one would have dismissed as brass. The walls were white and looked as though they had been freshly painted. The furniture was elegant—of an earlier period—Georgian, I think, to fit the house. Above the wide staircase hung an enormous chandelier. It was at the top of that staircase that my mother and her new husband would receive their guests. Beyond, on the first floor, were the enormous dining and drawing rooms. I could never feel at home in such a house.
My room was large and lofty with a tall window which looked down on the street. It was heavily curtained in deep blue velvet and there were lace curtains to shut out the street. My bed had a blue headpiece to match the curtains and there were hints of blue in the carpet. It was a beautiful room but not one to feel at home in.
I was glad when we left for Manorleigh.
There was a house which I could really love if it had not been his. I felt I could escape a little more in the country. There were the stables, so it was possible to ride often. Manorleigh itself was a small town but as Manor Grange was a short carriage drive outside it, it seemed to be in the country.
This was the constituency so there was a good deal to do there. Benedict was determined to show all the people who had elected him what an excellent M.P. he was and they were encouraged to call and discuss their problems.
Eager to be the perfect wife, my mother threw herself whole-heartedly into his life. It was a busy one. They would travel round the constituency which extended several miles into the surrounding countryside and it included many villages and several small towns.
“Your stepfather does not wish anyone to feel neglected,” said my mother.
It was an embarrassment to mention him. She would have liked me to call him Father but even for her I could not do that. As for him, I was not sure what he wanted. He was too clever not to know how I felt about him, even though my mother tried to pretend that my hostility did not exist. He would not let it be of any great concern to him. It was my mother who was unhappy about it although she showed nothing. I was glad of that because if she had told me how unhappy my attitude made her I should have had to do something about it and I did not want to. I realize now that I had a certain satisfaction in harboring my resentment.
Still, I did like Manorleigh. So did Miss Brown.
We were still working on the Prime Ministers and were now concerned with Mr. Disraeli and Mr. Gladstone.
“Of course,” said Miss Brown, “it is not easy to discover little facts about our contemporaries. It is only when people are dead that their little secrets come out.”
We used to ride together and sometimes I went out with my mother and her husband. He liked that. It gave a good impression. I imagine he liked people to think that we were a happy family and in spite of his insouciance he must have realized he had something to live down on that score.
I grew to like my room. It had leaded windows, a great beam across the ceiling and the floor sloped a little. But what I liked best was that it looked down on the garden to an ancient oak tree under which was a sundial and a wooden seat. It was very picturesque and I felt a sense of peace when I looked out on it, past the pond on which floated water lilies and over which the figure of Hermes—winged sandals, staff wreathed with serpents, broad hat, sporting wings and all—was poised.
I found a great pleasure in making my way through the overgrown rosetrees and sitting for a while on that seat. It seemed so peaceful there.
As soon as we were settled in, the round of visits began. There were dinner parties and what were called soirées when perhaps some well-known musician would come and play the piano or violin. There were always important people to entertain. Fortunately I did not have to be present on these occasions. My mother seemed to enjoy them.
She said to me one day: “Do you know, Rebecca, I think I am turning into a good politician’s wife.”
“You mean, Mama,” I replied, “the good wife of a politician. The way you say it makes it sound as if it is the politician who is good.”
“Well, he is, isn’t he?”
“I don’t think that was what you meant to say.”
“I am glad to see Miss Brown is keeping you well versed in your grammar.” She looked faintly disturbed as she always did when Benedict—though not mentioned by name—crept into the conversation.
But it was true that she was enjoying her new way of life.
“I love meeting all those people,” she said. “Some of them are a trifle pompous. We have a good laugh over them afterwards.”
Yes. She shared things with him from which I was shut out.
I knew in my heart that I was being foolish and unfair. It was I who was deliberately shutting myself out. Sometimes I tried to accept the situation, and I would for a while. Then all the old resentments would flare up.
Mrs. Emery said she was unable to do justice to her new position as she was expected to do so much cooking.
“But, of course,” replied my mother. “How thoughtless of me. We must get someone to cook.”
Mrs. Emery was secretly delighted.
“I suppose,” I said to my mother, “a housekeeper is of higher rank than a cook … hence her delight.”
“Mrs. Emery will, of course, be in charge of the household.”
“As we have become grander, so has she,” I commented.
“Well, naturally so,” retorted my mother.
The news quickly circulated that the new member needed a cook at Manorleigh and Mrs. Grant appeared.
My mother liked her from the first and when she heard that her mother had been cook at Manorleigh and before that her grandmother, she knew that Mrs. Grant was the one for us.
She was a fat jolly woman with rosy cheeks and sparkling blue eyes. She had masses of rather untidy fair hair and her ample figure suggested that she liked eating food as well as cooking it.
“All to the good,” said my mother. “You have to feel enthusiastic about something to do it well.”
Mrs. Grant took charge of the kitchen and it soon became clear that we had a treasure in her. She and I took a fancy to each other from the start and she soon discovered my fondness for the garden.
She was a great talker and liked me to go into the kitchen when she was, as she said, pampering herself with a nice cup of tea and giving her feet a treat at the same time.
“It’s my time of life,” she said. “I don’t like to stand more than I can help and a little sit-me-down in the afternoon … that’s a bit of heaven to me.”
One day she said to me: “You like the garden, don’t you?” She filled up her cup and poured one out for me. “Did you feel there was something special about it?”
“Yes,” I replied. “There is something about it. I think it is because of those overgrown trees. I hope no one touches them.”
“So do I. They wouldn’t like that.”
“Who?”
She grimaced and pointed upwards. I looked astonished and she drew her chair closer to mine.
“You’ve heard of houses being haunted, have you?”
I nodded.
“This is a bit different. This is a garden that’s haunted.”
“Is it really? I’ve never heard of a haunted garden.”
“Any place can be haunted. Doesn’t have to be within walls. I just had the feeling you’d found out something out there. You’re always sitting under that old oak. Why?”
“Well, it’s shut away. It’s peaceful there. When I’m sitting there I feel … apart.”
She nodded. “Well, that’s it. That’s the spirit. That’s where the ghost used to come.”
“Used to?”
“Well, there’d be no call for it now … not after Miss Martha went.”
“Tell me the story.”
“It was in my grandma’s day. She was the cook here. Lady Flamstead came … a lovely lady, my grandma said. She came here as a bride. He was a lot older than she was, Sir … what was his name? Ronald, I think.”
“What happened?”
“It was a happy marriage. Like two lovebirds, they were, my gran said. They all loved her. She was so young … so excited by it all. She hadn’t been used to a grand way of living … till he married her. She just enjoyed everything. Then came the day when she was going to have a baby. My gran said you should have seen the fuss. Sir Ronald … well, he wasn’t all that old, I suppose, but he was beside himself with joy … and as for Lady Flamstead, she was in heaven.”
“And …?” I prompted.
“Well, everyone was so pleased. They were making such plans. My gran said you’d have thought nobody had ever had a baby before. Nursery done up … little toys everywhere … and then … Lady Flamstead … she didn’t come through it. There was the baby they’d longed for … a little girl … but she was the end of her mother.”
“How terribly sad!”
“Yes, wasn’t it? The change in that house! They were all going to be so happy … You see, she was the one who had made it all like that. Without her … it was all changed. My gran said Sir Ronald … well, he was a good enough master, but he didn’t have much to do with any of them. She’d changed all that. They’d all loved her … and now she was gone.”
“They had the baby,” I said.
“Oh, poor Miss Martha. You see, he didn’t want her. I reckon he thought that but for her his little ladyship would still be there. And all he’d got was Miss Martha … a squalling red-faced little bit of nothing, in place of his lovely wife. He didn’t want to look at the child. It turns out like that sometimes. Oh, there was all the best for her … nurses, and later on governesses. She was a nice little thing, my gran said. She’d come to the kitchen like you are now. But there was no laughter in that house and a house without laughter is not much of a place … not if there’s a whole houseful of servants and all you get is the food to eat and fires in every room to keep you warm … if you know what I mean.”
“I do know what you mean, Mrs. Grant. Where does the haunting come in?”
“Well … Miss Martha was about ten years old … your age, I reckon, when they started to notice. She’d go out there and sit under that tree on that seat you like so much. She’d be talking … we thought to herself. She changed at that time. She was a bit difficult to manage before. Into mischief rather. My gran said she was trying to remind people she was there because she thought her father had forgotten all about her.”
“It was very wrong of Sir Ronald to blame the child for her mother’s death.”
“Oh, he didn’t do that, exactly. He just couldn’t bear to be with her. I suppose he was reminded of what he had lost.”
“So she changed, you were saying.”
“She was more satisfied … peaceful like, so my gran said. And every day she’d be out there, talking away. They thought she was getting a little bit … peculiar.”
“What happened then to change her?”
“One of the maids thought she saw a figure in white there. It was dusk. It might have been the shadows. But she came running into the house, scared out of her wits. Miss Martha was there. She said, ‘It’s nothing to be afraid of. It’s my mother. She comes here to talk to me.’ That explained a lot …the change in her … why she was always at that spot in the garden. Why she seemed to be talking to herself. She wasn’t talking to herself. She was talking to her mother.”
“So her mother came back …”
“Like as not she couldn’t rest … because she knew her daughter was unhappy. Miss Martha … she was apart from the rest of us like. A strange young lady. She never married. In time she inherited the house. They used to say she was a bit of a recluse. She wouldn’t have the garden changed. The gardeners used to get wild saying that this ought to come down and this and that be cut back. But she wouldn’t have it. She was quite old when she died. My mother was in the kitchen then.”
“Do you believe Lady Flamstead really came back?”
“My gran said she did and anyone who’d been there would have said it.”
“It does seem the sort of garden where anything could happen.”
Mrs. Grant nodded and went on sipping her tea.
After that I visited the seat often. I would sit there and think about Miss Martha. I felt a sympathy with her, though our situation was by no means similar. I had my mother, even though she had partially been withdrawn from our close relationship. But I did understand Martha’s feelings. She was unwanted because her coming had resulted in the departure of one who had been greatly loved; she was a poor consolation for what her father had lost.
One day my mother came out and found me sitting there.
“You’re often here,” she said. “You like it, don’t you? I think you are beginning to love this house.”
“It’s a very interesting house … particularly the garden … It’s haunted.”
She laughed. “Who told you that?”
“Mrs. Grant.”
“Of course … a descendant of the old retainers. My dear Rebecca, every self-respecting house over the age of a hundred years must have its ghost.”
“I know. But this is a rather unusual ghost. It’s in the garden.”
“Good Heavens! Where?” My mother looked round with an air of mock expectancy.
“In this very place. Please don’t mock. I have a feeling that ghosts don’t like to be laughed at. They are very seriously dedicated to their purpose in returning.”
“How knowledgeable you’ve become! You haven’t learned that from Miss Brown, I’m sure. Is it Mrs. Grant whom you have to thank?”
“Let me tell you about the ghost. Lady Flamstead was the young wife of Sir Ronald. He doted on her and she died when her baby was born. Sir Ronald couldn’t like the child because through her his wife had died. Poor little thing, she was very unhappy. Then one day she came out to the garden … she was about my age … and she sat in this seat and Lady Flamstead came back.”
“I thought you said she had died.”
“I mean she came back to Earth.”
“Oh … so she is the ghost.”
“She’s not a mischievous one or anything like that. She was kind and gentle and much loved in her life and she came back because her child was unhappy. Mrs. Grant said her grandmother believed it and so did those who had been there at the time. You don’t believe it, do you?”
“Well, these stories grow, you know. Someone imagines they see something … and someone else adds a bit … and there you have your ghost.”
“This was different. Miss Martha changed when her mother came back. She wouldn’t have the garden altered.”
“Is that why you’re here so often … hoping to see this ghost?”
“I don’t think she would come to me. She doesn’t know me. But I do feel there is something special about this spot, and when I heard the story it made it even more interesting. Mama, do you think it possible?”
She was silent for a few seconds. Then she said: “There are those who say all things are possible. There is a special tie between a mother and her child. It is thought the child is part of oneself …”
“Is that how you feel about me?”
She turned to me and nodded.
I felt very happy.
“I always shall, my darling,” she said. “Nothing will alter that.”
She was telling me that it was just the same as it ever was, and I felt happier than I had for a long time. I began to believe that eventually I might even accept Benedict Lansdon’s intrusion into our lives. I was not like poor Martha. My mother was with me. It was really the same as it had ever been. Nothing could alter that.
The next few months flew past. We had now fully settled into Manor Grange and the days had taken on a routine. My mother was deeply interested in my stepfather’s life; she clearly enjoyed it. Now and then they went to London. I was always asked if I would like to accompany them but sometimes I preferred to stay in the country. Miss Brown said it was better to. She did not like lessons to be interrupted and travelling to and forth must necessarily do that.
I often thought of Cornwall … so different from Manorleigh country, where the fields were like carefully fitted patches into a quilt; and even the trees looked as though they had been pruned. I rarely saw the strange, twisted and often grotesque shapes I encountered frequently in Cornwall … those trees which had been victim to the southwest gales. Here in the Manorleigh constituency the little country towns clustered round the greens, with the church spires rising among the trees. It all seemed comfortable, orderly, completely lacking that fey quality which one took for granted in Cornwall.
I often thought of Cador—and not without nostalgia. There were letters from the grandparents. They were constantly asking when we were going down.
That seemed a remote possibility now. Constituencies had to be nursed and Benedict Lansdon, his eyes on far-off goals, was assiduous in his treatment. And my mother was committed to help him. So it was a question of leaving my mother for my grandparents, or vice versa. At this time I wanted to be with my mother, for since our conversation in the garden I was reaching out for an understanding, and trying hard to cast off my prejudices against my stepfather—which in my heart I was not sure that I wanted to do.
November had come. I thought often of Cornwall. The pool looked eerie at this time of the year when it was often shrouded in mist. I had loved to go there with Miss Brown … never alone because I felt something fearful might happen to me there. So it had to be Pedrek, my mother or Miss Brown. Then I was disappointed because I did not hear the bells which were supposed to be at the bottom of the water. I was a fanciful child—perhaps because my grandfather had told me so many of the legends which abound in Cornwall. In Manorleigh, we were more precise. But at least it had the ghost of Lady Flamstead.
I was in bed one night when my mother came into my room.
“Not asleep, yet?” she said. “Oh good. I have something to tell you.”
I sat up, and she lay on the bed beside me, putting her arm round me as she had done many times before.
“I wanted you to know before it became common knowledge.”
I waited eagerly.
“Rebecca,” she said, “you would like a little brother or sister, wouldn’t you?”
I was silent. I might have guessed that this was a possibility, but I had not done so. It was a complete surprise to me and I was unsure how I felt about it.
“You’d love it, wouldn’t you, Becca?” she repeated appealingly.
“Oh … you mean … there is going to be a baby?”
She nodded and turned to me. I he radiance was on her. Whatever I felt, it was clear that she wanted this.
“I always felt that you would have liked a little sister, but you wouldn’t mind a brother, would you?”
“Yes …” I stammered. “Of course … I’d like that.”
Then I clung to her.
“I knew you’d be delighted,” she said.
I thought about it. Our household would be different. But a brother … or a sister. Yes, I did like the thought of it.
“It will be very young,” I said.
“Just at first … as we all were. I am sure it will be a wonderful child but not quite clever enough to jump right into maturity.”
“When will it be …?”
“Oh, not for a long time yet. The summer … June perhaps.”
“And what does he …?”
“Your stepfather? Oh, he is delighted. He wants a boy, of course. All men do. But I am certain that if it is a little girl she will be just what he wanted. But tell me, Becca, are you pleased?”
“Yes,” I said slowly. “Oh, yes.”
“That makes me very happy.”
“She won’t be my full sister, will she?”
“You’ve made up your mind the baby will be a girl. I suppose that is what you prefer.”
“I … I don’t know.”
“Well, the child will be your half-brother or half-sister.”
“I see.”
“It’s wonderful news, isn’t it? Everyone in the family is going to be so pleased.”
“Have you told the grandparents?”
“Not yet. I shall write tomorrow. I didn’t want to before I was sure. Oh, it is going to be marvelous. Of course, I shall not be able to get about so much later on. I shall be here … at home …”
She held me tightly against her.
She was right. It would be wonderful.
The news was out. My grandparents were delighted. They were going to spend Christmas with us. Uncle Peter thought the news was excellent. The voters liked their members to have satisfactory married lives. They liked to see the children coming along.
Mrs. Emery thought it was good news and Jane and Ann, together with the new maids who had been engaged, were all excited at the prospect of having a baby in the house.
It was wonderful to see the grandparents for Christmas. It was our first at Manor Grange. The house was decorated with holly, ivy, and mistletoe; the yule log was ceremoniously drawn in; Christmas Day was a family affair but on Boxing Day there was a dinner party for Benedict’s important friends in the Party. Mrs. Grant said she was run off her feet, but that was how it should be and she doubted Manor Grange had ever seen such entertaining before, which came of my stepfather’s being the M.P.
“As long as I can get my cup of tea and my little ‘feet-up’ I can cope with it,” she said. And she did, magnificently. Mr. Emery was able to play the dignified butler and Mrs. Emery to show us all that her post of housekeeper was no sinecure.
On Christmas morning we all went to church and walked back across the fields to the house. My grandmother slipped her arm through mine and told me how pleased she was that I seemed to be happier, and added that it was wonderful that I was to have a little brother or sister.
Christmas was the time of peace and goodwill and everything seemed hopeful on that day. I even liked Benedict Lansdon … well, not exactly liked, but admired. He was so gracious to everyone … all those dignitaries from the Party. His manners were easy—not quite so suave as some of the gentlemen but that gave them a touch of sincerity which people liked.
He kept a watchful eye on my mother and admonished her now and then for not resting enough. My grandparents looked on with approval at this. They were very happy indeed, and now that my grandmother had convinced herself—and I expect my grandfather—that I was becoming reconciled to the situation, there was nothing to disturb her.
My mother complained laughingly that we were all treating her like a semi-invalid. They should remember that she was not the first woman on Earth to have a baby. She was perfectly all right … and would they stop fussing? “And that includes you, Benedict,” she added.
Everyone laughed and so it was a happy Christmas, even for me … the last I was to know for a long time.
It seemed that my mother had returned to me to a certain extent. There were days when she felt the need to rest. I was with her. I used to read to her; she loved that. We were reading Jane Eyre which Miss Brown thought might be a little old for me, but my mother believed it was quite suitable.
Neither my mother nor my grandparents had tried to shield me from the facts of life as most guardians of children did. They believed that as I had to live a life I might as well know as much about it as I was able to absorb.
I realize it had made me a little old for my years. Pedrek was the same.
So this was a happier time than I had known since I had first heard that my mother was going to marry.
Then came the blow.
My stepfather was in London for the House was sitting. My mother had been going with him but just before they were about to leave she had been tired and Benedict had insisted that she remain at Manorleigh to rest.
I was delighted.
It was a bright March day, I remember. There was a chill in the air but I fancied I could feel the first signs of spring; there were masses of yellow blossoms among the shrubs. We made our way to what was known as my seat and sat there, looking across the pond where Hermes stood poised for flight.
We were talking of the baby … our main topic of conversation these days. When next we were in London, my mother was saying, she wanted to find some special baby linen she had heard about.
“You must help me choose,” she said.
Then one of the maids appeared. She told us that one of the servants from the London house had just arrived and wanted to see my mother. It turned out to be Alfred the footman.
My mother rose in alarm. “Alfred!” she cried.
“Pray do not be alarmed, Madam,” said Alfred.
My mother interrupted: “Something is wrong. Mr. Lansdon …”
Alfred found it difficult to discard his dignity even in a crisis. “Mr. Lansdon is well, Madam. It is on his orders that I am here. He thought it better for me to come than to communicate in the normal way. It is Mr. Peter Lansdon. He has been taken ill. The family is gathering at the house, Madam. Mr. Lansdon thought, that if you were well enough to travel, you might wish to be there.”
“Uncle Peter …” said my mother. She looked at Alfred. “What is wrong? Do you know?”
“Yes, Madam. Mr. Peter Lansdon suffered a stroke during the night. His condition is said to be … not good. It is for this reason …”
She said: “We will leave as soon as possible. Alfred, have you had something to eat? Go to Mrs. Emery. She will see to you while we prepare ourselves to leave.”
I took her arm and we went indoors. I could see that she was shaken.
“Uncle Peter,” she murmured. “I do hope he won’t … I do hope he’ll be all right. I always thought of him as … indestructible.”
We caught the three-thirty train to London and went straight to Uncle Peter’s house. Benedict was there. He embraced my mother tenderly and hardly seemed to notice me.
“I was afraid after I’d sent Alfred that it might have been a shock, darling,” he said. “I guessed you’d want to be here … but… actually he was asking for you.”
“How is he?”
Benedict shook his head.
Aunt Amaryllis came out, looking lost and bewildered. I had never seen her like that before. She seemed unaware that we were there.
“Aunt Amaryllis,” said my mother. “Oh … my dear …”
“He was all right just before,” said Aunt Amaryllis. “I didn’t have a notion … and then suddenly … he just collapsed.”
We stood round his bed. He looked different … handsome, distinguished but different. He was very pale and seemed old … much older than when I had last seen him.
I looked at those round the bed … his family … the people who had been closest to him. I was struck by the incredulity in those faces. He was dying and they all knew it, and death was something one had never thought of in connection with Uncle Peter. But it had overtaken him at last and there he lay … the buccaneer who had adventured on the high seas of life … winning most of the time and often not too scrupulously, I had heard it whispered in the family. Only once had he come near to disaster. That was in connection with the rather notorious and disreputable clubs which he ran at great profit and on which his fortune had been founded. Then he had become a philanthropist, and a great deal of that money which had come through questionable sources had gone back into good works like the Mission run by his son Peterkin and his wife Frances.
I think we had all loved him. He was a rogue, yes, but a very wise one. I knew my mother had loved him as my grandmother had. He had always been kind and helpful. Amaryllis had adored him; she had refused to see any fault in him. The others realized his rogueries … and loved him none the less because of them.
And now he was dying.
There were pieces in the papers about him—the millionaire philanthropist, they called him. They were all saying flattering things about him and there was no hint of the manner in which his fortune had been acquired. To be dead is to be sanctified. I supposed it was because people ceased to be envious. Everybody wants to be a millionaire but nobody wants to be dead. So envy evaporates. Moreover, people often feel uneasy about defaming the dead … especially the newly dead. Perhaps there is a fear of haunting. “Never speak ill of the dead,” they say.
So Uncle Peter was remembered for his good deeds rather than his evil ones. There were many people at the funeral. Aunt Amaryllis was dazed with grief; and even Frances, whose brilliant work at the Mission had been so outstanding and who had never pretended to have a good opinion of her father-in-law, was sad. As for the rest of us, we were quite desolate.
I was only just beginning to be aware of change and now I found it everywhere.
In due course the will was read. I was not present at that ceremony, but I heard about it later.
The servants were pleased. They had all received their legacies. Everything had been taken care of, I was told, which one would expect of Uncle Peter. Aunt Amaryllis was well provided for; Helena, and Martin, Peterkin and Frances all had their portions. He had a great fortune to leave but the larger part of it was in his business which meant the notorious clubs; and these he had left to his grandson, Benedict Lansdon.
They were whispering about it and I wondered what differences this would mean.
I was soon to discover. The relationship between my mother and her husband had undergone a slight change. She was no longer idyllically happy. In fact there was a certain uneasiness about her.
I had seen them in the garden together. Instead of laughing and now and then touching hands, they walked with a slight distance between each other, yet in earnest conversation … frowning … emphatic … in fact one might say arguing.
It dawned on me that it had something to do with this new inheritance from Uncle Peter.
I wished my mother would talk to me about it. But of course she did not. It was one thing to be considered mature enough to read Jane Eyre, but to be involved in discussion of this delicate affair was quite different.
My mother was very worried.
I did overhear her discussing it with Frances. Frances was one of those rather uncomfortable people who are kind and considerate when dealing with the masses and less so with individuals. She was of sterling character; she had devoted her life to good works; she had said she accepted money from Uncle Peter with gratitude for she did not care how that money had been come by as long as it came her way and she could use it to the good of her Mission. But she had always been more critical of Uncle Peter than any other member of the family. She had accepted him for what he was and was like Elizabeth of England, gratefully receiving plunder which her pirate-heroes brought her and pouring it into the treasury for the good of her country.
This was logical reasoning of course and one would never expect anything else from Frances.
She said: “Benedict should sell off the clubs. They’d bring him a fortune. Surely he doesn’t mean to continue with them?”
“He feels it is what Uncle Peter wanted him to do,” said my mother. “It was for that reason he left them to him.”
“Nonsense. Peter would expect him to do what was best for himself … as he always did.”
“Nevertheless …”
“He fancies himself in the role, I daresay. Well, my father-in-law sailed very near the wind, sometimes … and that’s no way for a politician to go.”
“It’s what I tell Benedict.”
“And he thinks he can go on reaping rewards from the underworld and increasing his riches. There is no doubt that money is a great asset in a political career.”
“It frightens me, Frances.”
“Well, like grandfather like grandson. There is no doubting Benedict is a chip off the old block.”
“Benedict is wonderful.”
A brief silence while Frances was no doubt implying her disagreement with that statement.
“Well,” she said at length, “those clubs nearly finished my father-in-law, remember.”
“I know. That’s why …”
“Some men are like that. Offer them a challenge and they’ve got to take it. It’s something to do with their masculine arrogance. They think nothing on Earth can beat them and they have to prove it.”
“But it could ruin him …”
“Well, his grandfather came sailing through, honored and sung to his grave. Men like that don’t think they are living if there is not a bit of danger around them for them to overcome. Don’t worry, Angel. It’s bad for you in your condition. Take care of yourself and let Benedict fend for himself. His kind always come through … and I daresay he knows what he’s doing.”
So that was it. He was going to continue in Uncle Peter’s business. It was dangerous, but then, as Frances had said, that was how men like Benedict and Uncle Peter lived.
Aunt Amaryllis had aged considerably. She was listless and had lost those youthful looks which had been characteristic of her. She caught a chill and could not shake it off. It seemed that now Uncle Peter was dead she could find no purpose in living.
My grandparents came to London. They were concerned about my mother.
I heard them talking together. “She doesn’t look at all well,” said my grandmother. “Quite different from when we saw her last.”
“Well, it’s getting near the time, I suppose,” replied my grandfather.
“No … it’s more than that.”
I was worried.
“Granny,” I said, “is my mother all right?”
She hesitated just a fraction of a second too long. “Oh yes,” she said at length. “She’ll be all right.” But she did speak without conviction. “I was wondering …” she went on, and paused.
“Wondering what?” I asked.
“Oh, nothing,” she answered, leaving it at that.
Later I realized what she had in mind. She and my grandfather wanted my mother to go back with them to Cornwall and have the child there. I did not think she would agree to that for it would mean leaving Benedict. But then … it was not quite the same between them as it had been. This inheritance had come between them. She did not like it and he apparently did. I knew she was trying to persuade him to get out of the business and he was strongly resisting.
My grandfather had long conversations with him and my grandmother talked a little to me.
“I think it would be a good idea if you and your mother came back to Cornwall with us. We ought to go soon while your mother can travel. It could be a little difficult in a few weeks’ time.”
“She won’t want to go. He couldn’t go with her.”
“You mean your stepfather. No, of course he couldn’t. But he could come down for the occasional week-end. It is not so very far and he is used to travelling about.”
“Oh, Granny, I hope she agrees.”
My grandmother squeezed my hand. “We must try to persuade her. You see, it was different before Uncle Peter died. Everything has changed here. We always thought Aunt Amaryllis would look after her in London but she, poor soul, is hardly in a condition to do so. I know your stepfather would make sure that she had the best attention, but somehow I think people want those nearest and dearest to them at such a time. If she were with us you could be there too.”
“Yes,” I said. “Oh yes.”
I spoke to my mother about it.
“Grandmother wants you to go to Cornwall.”
“She is fussing over me.”
“Well, you are her daughter.”
She smiled at me. “Cornwall,” she said. “Sometimes I think of it, Becca. I feel very tired now and then. I do feel as though I want my mother. Isn’t that childish of me?”
I reached for her hand. “I think people do want their mothers at certain times.”
“I believe you are right. I should always be there if you wanted me. You’d tell me, wouldn’t you, if anything was worrying you.”
I hesitated and she did not pursue the matter. I was aware then that she knew how deeply I resented my stepfather. Perhaps it seemed to her nothing out of the ordinary; it must have happened thousands of times when a mother remarried.
I wished she would tell me how deep was this rift between herself and her husband. Sometimes I thought it did not exist at all and that she was so much in love with him that he might do anything he pleased without changing that love. And what did he feel? How could I know? I was too young and inexperienced to understand these situations.
There were long discussions about the advisability of my mother’s going to Cornwall; and I sensed that she was wavering.
She talked to me more openly. “You would like to go, wouldn’t you, Becca?”
I admitted that I would.
“Poor Becca. You haven’t been very happy lately, have you? You have felt it hasn’t been quite the same with us. First I go away on a honeymoon … and we are apart as we never have been before … and then I am caught up in all this political work.”
“It had to be,” I said.
She nodded. “But you haven’t liked it. I know how you love Granny and your grandfather. I know how you feel about your father. You put him on a pedestal. It doesn’t do to put people on pedestals, Becca.”
What did she mean? Had she discovered that her idol Benedict had feet of clay? She must have done so. He had inherited Uncle Peter’s shady business connections and would not give them up although she begged him to.
What a difference Uncle Peter’s death had made to us all. Aunt Amaryllis no longer provided that rest house in London; no longer did we have the benefit of his advice; and his death had caused a rift between my mother and her new husband.
She went on: “I am not much use … politically … now and I shall not be for some time. I had to cancel an engagement the other day because I suddenly felt quite unable to carry it out. I think it would be better for everyone if I retired from the scene for a while … and if I went to Cornwall I should be less of a burden than if I were here.”
“And my grandparents would be delighted.”
“Yes, bless them. I shan’t mind being a bother to them.”
“A bother! You would be the reason for rejoicing.”
I skipped round the room and she laughed at me.
“When do we leave?” I asked.
Even then I was scared that he might raise some objection. It was clear that he did not like the idea. He was very tender and loving towards her and I thought I saw her wavering again.
My grandparents had a long talk with him. My grandmother was a most forceful lady. She was the one to look after her daughter in such circumstances, she said, and she knew exactly what was best for her. It would be simple. We should travel to Cornwall with her; the nursery there would be made ready. Dr. Wilmingham was a friend of the family. He had brought Angelet herself into the world. The very best of midwives lived nearby. She should be engaged at once. He must realize that Aunt Amaryllis was no longer able to help and Uncle Peter was not there in case of emergency. He, Benedict, could come down whenever he had the time. There would be no need to make arrangements. All he had to do was arrive. It was true that Cornwall was not exactly close to London but the train was convenient. At weekends he would be more free than during the week … and he could come at any time.
At length he saw the wisdom of this and I and my mother made preparations to leave for Cornwall.
I was happier than I had been for a long time. It was as it had been before the marriage. I think I must have showed it.
He stood on the platform, waving us farewell. He looked so desolate that not until we began to glide out of the station was I able to cast off my fears that she might change her mind.
She was sad at the parting and I was aware once more of the great attraction between them.
I took her hand and clung to it. She kissed mine and said: “The time will soon pass.”
“I daresay that Benedict will be down before long,” comforted my grandmother.
I grew happier as we sped along and crossed the Tamar. One of the grooms was waiting for us and soon we were rattling along through those winding lanes and there was Cador—a sight which always filled me with emotion but never more than at this time when a kindly fate had given me back my mother … if only temporarily.
I vowed that I would make the most of the weeks during which I should have her to myself. I thought of the baby as Our Baby. We should look after it together.
One has to have been unhappy to appreciate real happiness; and on that journey I believed I had never in the whole of my life been happier than I was then.
What a joy it was to settle. It was like coming home. My mother’s spirits revived. Naturally she loved Cador, for it had been her home when she was a child and she and my grandparents were devoted to each other. If anything could make her stop grieving for the loss of Benedict’s company it was this.
It was the beginning of April when we arrived and the countryside was especially beautiful. Spring came a little earlier in Cornwall than it did in London. One could feel it in the air. I could smell the sea and listened contentedly to the gentle rising and falling of the waves. How pleasant it was! My grandparents shared my contentment. They had their beloved daughter back home with them.
The first thing my grandmother did was summon Mrs. Polhenny. She came at once. I thought she looked a little older than when I had last seen her, but if anything even more self-righteous.
She was delighted at the prospect of a new baby.
“ ’Twill be a marvelous thing to have a little one up at Cador, Mrs. Hanson,” she said. “Why, it seems only yesterday that Miss Angelet arrived.”
“Yes, my daughter’s child will have her old nursery. It is wonderful for us to have her here. I told them in London, Mrs. Polhenny, that they couldn’t find a better midwife than you.”
“ ’Twas kind of ’ee, Mrs. Hanson. It’s doing God’s work … bringing little children into the world. That’s how I see it.”
My grandmother and I exchanged amused glances.
“Well, I’d like to have a look at Miss Angelet … when it’s convenient like.”
“Certainly,” said my grandmother. “I’ll take you up to her room.”
My grandmother disappeared with her and shortly after joined me.
“Still singing the Lord’s song in a strange land,” commented my grandmother.
“It must be gratifying to be so sure you are so good,” I said. “I wonder how many share her opinion?”
“Oh, Mrs. Polhenny doesn’t care about the opinions of others. I don’t think I ever knew a more self-satisfied person.”
“I wonder what her name is … her Christian name?”
“I have heard it. Something quite unsuitable. Violet, I think. Anything less like a violet, I cannot imagine.”
“There hasn’t been a Saint Violet, has there?”
“I don’t think so, but there will be now … at least in Mrs. Polhenny’s reckoning. Still, she is a very good midwife and we’ll have to put up with her little foibles on that account.”
Mrs. Polhenny was a little serious when she joined us.
My grandmother said sharply: “All is well, isn’t it?”
“Oh yes.” She looked at me. My grandmother nodded. I knew what that meant. Mrs. Polhenny had something to say which was not for my ears.
I left the room but I did not go away. This was my mother and I intended to know what was happening for Mrs. Polhenny’s look had alarmed me.
So, though I went outside, I left the door a little ajar and stood there listening.
“She seems exhausted, Mrs. Hanson.”
“She’s just had a long train journey from London.”
“H’m,” said Mrs. Polhenny. “Ought to have come earlier. I’d like her to take a good rest.”
“She’ll have that here. There’s nothing wrong, is there, Mrs. Polhenny?”
“No … no …” She spoke rather hesitantly. Then she went on: “I think we are a week or more farther on than we thought.”
“Oh, do you?”
“I think so. Anyway, she’s here now. I’m glad she didn’t leave it any longer to travel. We’ll take good care of her, never fear. She’s in the right hands now. With the good Lord’s help we’ll see she’s all right.”
“Oh yes, Mrs. Polhenny, of course.”
As soon as Mrs. Polhenny had gone I sought out my grandmother.
“She’s all right, isn’t she?” I asked.
“Oh yes. Mrs. Polhenny wants her to rest more. Naturally she’s rather tired after the journey. She’s going to be all right now she’s here.”
“I thought Mrs. Polhenny sounded rather worried.”
“No … not really. She wants to think we can’t do without her. That’s just her way.”
We laughed together; then we went up to my mother.
“The holy Mrs. Polhenny thinks you should rest more,” said my grandmother.
My mother lay back on the pillows and laughed. “I’m willing,” she said. “I feel so tired.”
My grandmother went over and kissed her.
“I’m so happy you came home,” she said.
We were all seated at the dining table. My mother, considerably refreshed in a long rose-colored teagown, looked beautiful. Miss Brown was having something in her room. Meals were always a little difficult. My grandparents did not like her to eat alone and she certainly could not join the servants in the kitchen. It was different at Manorleigh or in the house in London. There Miss Brown and I often ate together, but here there was a more intimate family life. Miss Brown would often plead work to prepare and would eat in her room. I think she preferred it sometimes. In any case she did on that night.
So it was just my grandparents, my mother and myself.
“I daresay Jack and Marian will be over to see you tomorrow,” my grandmother was saying. “They are so pleased you are here. Marian will be a great help … such a practical girl. And then, of course, there’s Mrs. Polhenny … she’ll be over.” She looked at me. “A pity Pedrek’s not here. Poor boy! School has put an end to his frequent visits. He’s growing up fast.”
“Tell us what has been happening here,” said my mother.
“Oh, nothing much. Life goes on in the same old way in remote places, you know.”
“Well, you did have the French refugees here. Are they still at High Tor?”
“No. They bought the place though. They probably wish they hadn’t now. They’ve got another place near Chislehurst. They pride themselves on their aristocratic connections.”
“Oh yes,” said my mother. “The Emperor and Empress went there, didn’t they?”
“Yes. Exiles. I believe they have a fine house there. When the Emperor died, the Bourdons thought they ought to go and comfort the Empress. I’ve no doubt she keeps a little court there.”
“I heard of his death,” said my mother. “In January … I think.”
My grandmother nodded.
“And what about Mrs. Polhenny’s daughter? “I asked.
“Oh, Leah is staying with an aunt now. St. Ives way, I think.”
“An aunt! Who’s that? Mrs. Polhenny’s sister?”
“I should think so.”
“I didn’t know she had any relations,” I said. “I thought she just descended from Heaven to lead the unrighteous back to the fold.”
We all laughed and my grandfather said: “I must say it seems strange to think of her as a child with a sister … and growing up like an ordinary little girl.”
“It may be that she was quite normal then,” said my mother, “and suddenly she was made aware of her mission … like St. Paul on the road to Damascus.”
“I am sure Mrs. Polhenny would appreciate the comparison,” put in my grandmother.
“Did Leah do the tapestries at High Tor?” I asked.
“Yes. She was there for some weeks … well, all of a month, I believe. It changed her. I saw her once or twice. She looked so well … and happy. Poor girl, it must have been wonderful to get away from her mother.”
“Why do good people so often make others uncomfortable?” I asked.
“I doubt whether they are as good as they think they are,” replied my grandmother, “and the rest of us are not as bad as they think we are.”
“The thing is not to let such people bother you,” added my grandfather.
“It’s not easy if you happen to be the daughter of one,” retorted my mother and added: “Poor Leah!”
“Well, I’m glad she enjoyed her spell at High Tor,” I said. “And now she’s gone to this aunt. It looks as though she has developed a taste for adventure.”
“I’m surprised that Mrs. Polhenny allowed it,” said my mother.
“Well, she was at length persuaded to let her go, though she stood out against it at first.”
“Leah is growing up now,” said my mother. “Perhaps she is developing a will of her own as well as a taste for adventure.”
We went on chattering about life in the Poldoreys, my mother asking after all the people whom she had known as a child.
It was wonderful to be together like this. It was my happiest day since I had heard she was going to marry Benedict Lansdon.
The days sped by. My mother protested when she had to take her enforced rests. Dr. Wilmingham called. He was pleased with her condition. He stayed to luncheon for he had been a friend for many years. He shared my grandmother’s opinion of Mrs. Polhenny. “She can be irritating at times,” he said, “but she is one of the best at her job. A really dedicated midwife. We could do with more like her.”
I used to go for little walks with my mother. “Fresh air and exercise is good,” Dr. Wilmingham said, “as long as it is not overdone.”
We walked in the gardens but my mother liked to go farther afield. She was very fond of the walk to Branok Pool. The place had a strange fascination for her. She told me the story of how it had been dragged when she thought I had strayed into it so many times that I knew every word by heart.
Such places change little. It must have been exactly like that all those years ago with the willows trailing in the water and the marshy ground round the brink. My mother liked to sit on one of the protruding boulders and she would watch the water as though her thoughts were far away.
Now and then we would catch a glimpse of Jenny Stubbs, sometimes singing in that strange voice of hers which had an uncanny otherworldliness about it, and sounded very eerie by the pool.
She would call: “Good day to ’ee, Miss Angel … Miss Rebecca.”
My mother answered her in a specially gentle voice. Jenny seemed to have a fondness for her. She hardly noticed me which was strange as I was the one she had kidnapped and she had believed was her own.
“Good day, Jenny. A lovely day, isn’t it?”
Sometimes Jenny would pause and nod her head. She would look at my mother wonderingly. It was obvious that she was pregnant now.
Once Jenny said: “I see you be expecting, Miss Angel.”
“Yes, Jenny.”
Jenny lifted her shoulders and giggled. She pointed to herself. “Me too, Miss Angel. Little girl I be having …”
“Yes, Jenny,” said my mother.
Jenny smiled and walked back to her cottage, singing as she went.
Benedict came down several times. We never knew when he was coming. He would suddenly appear, to cast a cloud over my days. Then it seemed that I lost her. He was the sort of man who seemed to fill a room with his presence. At the dinner table he was the center of conversation. It was all about what was happening in the Party, when the next election could be expected. It was almost as though Mr. Gladstone and Mr. Disraeli joined us at the dinner table.
He and my mother were constantly together during his stay. There was no place for me.
I heard him say to her once: “It seems so long. I wish I had never let you go so far away from me.”
She laughed softly and happily and replied: “It won’t be long now, darling. Then I’ll be home … with the baby. It will be wonderful.”
I felt then that I must enjoy every moment. This happiness could not last.
May had come. In another month the baby would arrive. Mrs. Polhenny was now sure that it would be earlier than we had at first thought.
“I shan’t be able to walk so far soon,” said my mother.
“Perhaps you should not walk so far now,” I replied.
“I want to see the pool once more.”
“I don’t think those boulders are very comfortable for you to sit on.”
“Nothing is comfortable just now, Becca.”
“And they might be a little damp.”
“In this weather? There’s been no rain for weeks. Come on.”
“Well, if you get tired we shall turn back.”
“I can get there. I want to.”
“Why does the place fascinate you so much? It’s gloomy and it always seems to me that there is something evil about it.”
“Perhaps that’s why.”
“They ought to put railings round it to prevent accidents,” I said.
“That would change the place completely.”
“Well, perhaps that would be a good thing.”
She shook her head.
We sat there on the boulders. There was a stillness in the air.
At length she said: “Becca, I want to talk to you.”
“Yes, I’m listening.”
“You are very dear to me. I shall never forget the day you were born.”
“In those goldfields …”
“You made a difference to my life … you always have. You mustn’t ever think that I don’t love you as much as I did. You won’t mind about the new baby, will you?”
“Mind? I already love the baby.”
“I want you to love it … dearly. It’s very important to me. It’s suddenly come to me … as though I’m seeing ahead. There is something about this place …”
“Yes,” I agreed. “There is something about it. You think that because I’m jealous of … him … I might be of the baby.”
“I don’t love you any less because I love others.”
“I know.”
“So never think it.”
I shook my head. I was too moved for words.
She took my hand and laid it against her body. “You are young,” she said. “People would say you should not know of such things … but I have never thought of you as young. You are my own … part of me. That is why we have been so close together always … until … well, so you thought. Stop thinking that, Becca. He wants you to care for him as much as I do. He is hurt because he thinks you resent him. Can you feel the movement? That is the child, Becca … our child … yours, mine and his. Promise me that you will always love it … care for it … look after it …”
“Of course I will. It will be my sister … or my brother. Of course I’ll love it. I promise.”
She put my hand to her lips and kissed it.
“Thank you, my darling child. You have made me very happy.”
For a while we sat looking at the pool. Then she rose suddenly and took my hand.
“Let’s go,” she said. “Dearest child, always remember …”
I was with her all the time. It seemed as though a great burden had been lifted from my shoulders. When the child was born and we went back, he would be there. I was going to try to stop hating him. I could see now that I had been to blame.
He wanted me to be part of the family. He did not want to shut me out. I had shut myself out.
I was going to be different when the child was born.
My mother had stopped going out. Mrs. Polhenny came every day. She was ready, she said. “At the first sign, I’ll be here.”
Dr. Wilmingham often came to luncheon. My mother would join us, but she was quickly exhausted.
Pedrek came down for a brief stay at Pencarron Manor. He and I would ride together. It was more like the old days, but I never stayed away from Cador for long for I liked to be as much as possible with my mother.
One afternoon Pedrek and I had been riding together and as we approached Cador he said goodbye before going back to Polcarron and I turned my horse to go home. The day had been overcast. There would be rain before long. On the way I passed Mrs. Polhenny’s cottage. We had always laughed at its prim appearance—the scrubbed doorstep, the gleaming cobbles, the windows shrouded with heavy curtains at the sides and dazzling white net across them to protect the inmates from seeing sin outside the house, we always said.
Mrs. Polhenny was, I guessed, at the Peggotys’ in West Poldorey. I had heard that she had been called there that morning to attend Mrs. Peggoty.
As I glanced up at the windows I saw a shape, so Mrs. Polhenny was at home. That would mean the Peggoty child was born. The shadow was there for a moment and then it had gone.
I hesitated. My grandmother had been a little anxious about Mrs. Peggoty for it was her first child and she was forty years old, which was old to have children. It would be good to know that the child was safely born. So I slipped off my horse and tethered it to a bush. Then I went and knocked at the door.
I stood there smiling to myself, wondering what Mrs. Polhenny would think if I asked if the baby had arrived. I had heard through one of the maids that she thought I was a “forward piece” and that it wasn’t right for children to know what I knew and she could not imagine what them up at Cador was thinking about to allow it.
I must say I felt rather a mischievous delight in shocking her.
I waited. There was no answer. The house seemed silent. Yet I was certain I had seen her at the window … at least it must be her for Leah was away with the aunt in St. Ives.
I waited for ten minutes. Then I mounted my horse and rode away. I was puzzled. I had been sure someone was in the house.
I forgot about the incident until the next morning when my grandmother announced that Mrs. Peggoty had a fine boy.
“He was born at three o’clock this morning, Mrs. Polhenny tells me. She says she was there for all those hours and is really worn out.”
So she had not been there, in the house. How odd! I must have imagined the shape at the window. But I knew I had not. It was rather mysterious.
June came. Mrs. Polhenny was, as she said, “at the ready.” She had become a little preoccupied which worried me a little. I asked myself if she were a little less sure of herself.
One morning she said to my grandmother: “You could have knocked me down with a feather. I’d never have believed it. I just thought there was something about her … the trained eye, you know. Then I said to her, ‘Jenny,’ I said, ‘I’d like to take a look at you.’ She was pleased enough to let me and when I examined her … well, I tell you, I couldn’t believe it …”
I listened to this. I was constantly on the alert. I had a feeling that all was not going as it should with my mother and although they told me a little I guessed there was a great deal which was held back. I was determined to find out. I had to know. So I listened quite shamelessly to everything I could in the hope of finding out the true state, of affairs concerning my mother.
That was how I learned that Jenny Stubbs was in fact expecting a child. It was a nine days’ wonder in the Poldoreys. How could it have come about? Everyone was thinking back to harvest time. September or October … to June. It was remembered that Peggotys had had labor in to help with the harvest. Last time with Jenny people guessed the father had been one of the itinerant workers. And Jenny, of course, half dazed as she was, wanted so much to have a child that it had been one of her fantasies to believe she was to have one. According to wiseacres like Mrs. Polhenny, this sort of dreaming made conception more likely.
The news was about and it reached my alert ears. Jenny Stubbs, who had dreamed for years of having a baby, was about to have one, according to Mrs. Polhenny, whose word could not be doubted in such matters.
She had taken on the task of looking after the girl. She wanted no help, no payment. She had presumably had a private conversation with God who had led her to discover that Jenny was really about to give birth and she knew it was her duty to look after the girl.
My mother was pleased when she heard the news.
“I know how wonderful it is to bring a child into the world,” she said. “It’s the most exciting adventure.”
My grandmother commented that when Jenny had previously had her own child she had been so happy that she had improved in every way. This could be the making of a new life for her. She might be quite normal again.
“Well,” said Mrs. Polhenny, “I shall have my hands full. Two babies about to appear … and at the same time. God will give me strength.”
“How gratifying it must be for Mrs. Polhenny to feel that God is working with her … a sort of auxiliary midwife, on this occasion it seems,” said my grandmother.
My mother laughed. “You are quite irreverent, Mama,” she said.
I treasured those moments with her. I should never forget them.
The day came. There was expectation in the house. Soon the ordeal would be over. My mother would be exultant and there would be a new member of the family.
Mrs. Polhenny had arrived. She said: “I delivered Jenny Stubbs’ baby last night … a lovely little girl. Jenny’s beside herself with glee.”
“Who is looking after her?” asked my grandmother.
“I’ve taken her over to my place … I did just before the birth was about to take place. I thought it best as I had Mrs. Lansdon’s coming. Leah’s home. She’s helping.”
“That’s good of you, Mrs. Polhenny.”
Mrs. Polhenny preened herself and looked more virtuous than ever.
“Well … she’s through. Now it’s Mrs. Lansdon’s turn.”
Later my grandmother said to me: “Her heart’s in the right place in spite of all that self-congratulation. It was good of her to take Jenny in.”
All seemed normal at the time. Jenny’s delivery had been an easy matter. We thought my mother’s would be the same.
Mrs. Polhenny arrived at eleven in the morning and by mid-afternoon we knew that all was not well. Dr. Wilmingham was sent for.
Benedict arrived. No one had met him at the station, but we were not surprised to see him for we guessed he would come to Cador for the birth. He wanted to go to my mother at once, but that was not allowed.
“But she will know that you are here,” said my grandmother, “and that should comfort her.”
Then began one of the most terrible periods of my life. I cannot remember it clearly. I have tried to shut it out of my mind because it brings so much anguish to recall it. I have succeeded to some extent, for now it is just like a blurred memory.
I do recall vividly though how terrible the waiting was, so I sat with my grandparents … and him. He could not sit still and kept pacing about the room, firing questions at us. How had she seemed? Why had he not been sent for earlier? Something ought to have been done.
My grandfather said: “For God’s sake, be calm, Benedict. She’ll be all right. She has the best attention.”
He said angrily: “She should have stayed in London.”
“Who knows?” said my grandmother. “We thought it was for the best.”
“Some petty country doctor! An old woman …”
I felt angry with him. He was blaming my grandparents. But I knew, as they did, that it was his excessive anxiety which made him as he was, and that it was an outlet for his fears and misery to blame someone.
The hours dragged on. I felt the clocks had all stopped. Waiting … waiting … and with every passing moment growing more afraid.
I cannot dwell on it. Cold fear had taken possession of me. And I knew it was an emotion I shared with them all. I was aware of my grandmother beside me. We looked at each other and neither of us attempted to hide what we felt. She took my hand and gripped it hard.
Then the doctor came. Mrs. Polhenny was with him. They did not have to speak. We knew. And the greatest desolation I had ever felt swept over me.
A Christmas Tragedy
I REMEMBER IN FLASHES—flashes of sheer desperation and the most absolute wretchedness I have ever known. I can see us standing round her bed. How different she had been in life! She looked beautiful; there was a serenity in her face; she looked so white, so young—and so apart from us. I could not grasp the fact that I had lost her forever.
We hardly looked at the baby. I don’t think we could bear to do so. But for it, this would not have happened.
My grandparents were heartbroken. They had loved her so dearly. They were as stunned as I was. As for Benedict, I had rarely seen such misery as I saw in his face. In it there was a baffled anger against the world. I knew in that moment how deeply he had loved her. I think we all felt the need to get away, to be alone with our grief.
The doctor and Mrs. Polhenny concerned themselves with the child. I sensed, however, that they did not expect her to live. Feeding was a problem, but Mrs. Polhenny understood all about that. We were too stunned by our grief to be able to tear ourselves away from it and I do not know what we should have done without Mrs. Polhenny.
My grandmother said afterwards that we should always be grateful to her. She made little fuss but just continued caring for the child while we nursed our sorrow.
Later, arrangements would have to be made. I supposed the child would stay at Cador. I knew that when my grandmother recovered a little from this terrible blow it was what she would want … as I should. But just at first I could not bear to think of her and, miraculously it seemed to us afterwards, Mrs. Polhenny seemed to understand. She ceased to be the Lord’s avenging angel and became a practical nurse, giving herself to the care of the living while the rest of us mourned the dead.
We struggled through the remainder of that day and night, and in the morning, after I rose from my bed in which I had slept little, I realized that I had to go on with my life. My mother was dead and I had to accept that fact. This time I had really lost her.
We all seemed to be walking round in a state of shock—Benedict more than any of us. My grandfather tried to be calm and reasonable; he was trying to look ahead—anything to shut out the misery of the moment. The day for the funeral was decided on. She lay there in her coffin … she, who had been so alive, so merry, the most important person in my life.
I had my grandparents, of course, and I thanked God for them. And there was the child. She was weak, said Mrs. Polhenny, and she did not want us fussing over her. “Leave her be … just at first. Leave her to me.”
So we left her to Mrs. Polhenny and I think we were rather glad to do so.
The day of the funeral arrived. I shall never forget it … the coaches, the hearses, the undertakers in their morning dress, the scent of lilies. I was never able to smell them after without recalling that scene.
We stood round the grave; Benedict, my grandparents and I, holding my grandmother’s hand. I watched him as the clods fell on the coffin and I had never seen more abject despair in any face.
And then back to Cador which had become a house of mourning.
It had to change. Nothing lasted forever, I consoled myself.
The next day Benedict left. It was as though he could no longer bear to see any of us.
The carriage was at the door to take him to the station and we went down to say goodbye to him. My grandmother tried to console him. She was deeply conscious of his grief.
She said to him: “Leave everything for now, Benedict. We’ll work out something later on … when we are more settled. Rebecca and the child will stay here with us for the time being.”
I saw the look on his face when she mentioned the child. It was a bitter resentment, bordering on hatred. I knew that he had to blame someone to assuage his unbearable grief. He had to replace it with a stronger emotion. I could see he already resented the child and would always say to himself; But for her Angelet would be here.
I understood his feelings, for I too had experienced that bitter resentment and knew how it could take possession of one and warp one’s feelings—for just as he resented the child I had resented him. He was telling himself: But for this child she would be here today, and I was saying: But for you, Benedict Lansdon, I should have my mother as I always had before you came.
It was a relief when he had gone.
Pedrek’s grandparents, the Pencarrons, now showed more than ever what true and loyal friends they were. Their daughter Morwenna and my mother had had a London season together; Morwenna and her husband had gone to Australia with my parents; Pedrek and I had been born out there. There was a lasting bond between us and we were as one family.
After Benedict left, Mrs. Pencarron said to my grandmother: “I am going to take you, your husband and Rebecca back with me to Pencarron. I want you to stay, if only for a couple of nights.”
“There is the child …” said my grandmother.
Mrs. Pencarron looked sad for a moment. Then she said: “Mrs. Polhenny will look after the child. You need to get away … just for a little spell.”
My grandmother was finally persuaded and we left.
The Pencarrons did all they could to help us. It was no good though. My grandmother was very restive. She and I went for long walks together. She talked to me about my mother.
“I feel she is still with us, Rebecca. Don’t let’s try to shut her out. Let’s talk as though she is still with us.”
I told her how she had talked to me only a few weeks before.
“She asked me to care for the baby. ‘Always look after the child,’ she said. It would be my little brother or sister. It was strange the way she talked to me down by the pool.”
“That place meant something special to her.”
“Yes, I know. And now I look back I remember so well what she said. It was as though she knew she might not be here.”
My grandmother slipped her arm through mine. “We have the child, Rebecca.”
“At first none of us seemed to want her.”
“It was because …”
“Because her coming caused my mother’s death.”
“Poor little thing. What did she know about that? We must love the child, Rebecca. We shall, of course. She is your sister … my grandchild. It is what your mother would want … it is what she would expect.”
“And we have left her … already.”
“Yes. But we shall go back and it will be different. We shall find our consolation in the child. We’ll tell them at Pencarron that we’ll go back tomorrow. They’re darlings, they’ll understand.”
They did and the very next day we returned to Cador.
We were greeted by a satisfied Mrs. Polhenny.
“The child is getting on well now,” she said. “She’s turned the corner. I’ve been with her night and day. I could see it was special care she wanted … though I didn’t think at one time I was going to pull her through. You’ll see the change in her. Screaming her head off now she is … that’s if something don’t please her ladyship.”
We were proudly taken to the nursery.
She was right. The baby had changed. She looked plumper … much more healthy … like a different child.
“She’ll get on like a house afire now,” said Mrs. Polhenny. “I can tell you it was touch and go with that one.”
I think from that moment we felt better. We had the baby to think of, to plan for.
We had been wise to take those few days at Pencarron.
They put a divide between us and the terrible shock of my mother’s death.
On our return it was as though we were brought face to face with the fact that we had our lives to lead. We realized that at the back of our minds had been the thought that the child was not going to survive, that there would be no living reminder of the beloved one’s death. Both Dr. Wilmingham and Mrs. Polhenny clearly thought the child would follow her mother, but by a miracle she was not only alive but a healthy baby. And she was here for us to love and cherish as my mother would have wished and expected us to do.
Now the child was all important to us and we began to move, in a small measure it was true, away from our grief.
There must be a christening. She was to be called Belinda Mary. My grandmother chose the name. “It just came to me,” she said; and from then on Belinda became a very definite person. We immediately noticed that there was something special about her; she was brighter than other children; we fancied—absurdly—that she knew us.
Mrs. Polhenny, fortunately, was free from other duties and she took on the role of nurse for a time. I was sure the child owed a great deal to her skill.
We needed a nurse, said my grandmother, and Mrs. Polhenny agreed.
It was about a week after we had returned from Pencarron that she came up with the suggestion.
“There’s my Leah,” she said. “I don’t know, but ever since she went up to High Tor to do that there needlework, she’s been unsettled like. I thought that a spell down at St. Ives with my sister would have made her want to stay at home for a bit …”
My grandmother and I exchanged meaningful glances. We could not imagine Leah’s wanting to return to that cottage where cleanliness ranked almost as high as godliness.
“Leah gets on well with little ones,” went on Mrs. Polhenny. “I’ve taught her a few things … and I’d be on hand. What I think might be an answer is for Leah to take on this job of nurse to the little ’un.”
“Leah!” cried my grandmother. “But Leah is a skilled needlewoman.”
“That means she’ll be able to make for the baby. She’d like that.”
“Have you talked to her about it?”
“Oh yes, I have that. And, believe me, she wants to do it. She’s tired of sitting over a piece of needlework. It’s bad for the eyes, too. She’s already feeling the need to rest them a bit. She’s been getting headaches. She wants to come here as the baby’s nurse. What she wouldn’t know, I’d tell her … and she’d have a real fondness for the little one.”
“Well,” said my grandmother, “if Leah would really like that, I think it would be an excellent idea.”
“I’ll send her along. She can have a talk with you.”
“It would solve the problem … and we’d have someone we know. I should like that.”
So Leah came and very soon was installed in the nursery. The baby seemed to take to her at once and it appeared to be an excellent arrangement.
We liked Leah. We always had, although, of course, we had not previously seen very much of her. She had always been shut away in the cottage and hardly ever emerged unless in the company of her mother.
Now she seemed like a different person … happier, I thought, and that did not surprise me. She was gentle and quiet. My grandmother said we were very lucky to have her.
Leah was blossoming into a beauty—a rather mysterious one with long dark hair and rather soulful brown eyes. Her care for the child was obvious. My grandmother said that when they were together she looked like a Renaissance portrait of the Madonna; and as soon as the baby began to show awareness it was to Leah she looked.
Our interest in the nursery helped us through those melancholy months. My grandparents and I talked constantly of Belinda. The first smile, the first tooth became a matter of great importance and interest to us.
At least we were recovering from the shock and bracing ourselves to accept the fact that my mother was no longer with us.
We were at the breakfast table—myself and my grandparents—when the mail was brought in. Among it was a letter from Benedict. My grandmother looked at it with alarm and I could see that she was afraid to open it.
She said unnecessarily to my grandfather: “It’s from Benedict.”
He nodded gravely.
“Of course … he’ll want the child. Perhaps.”
My grandfather said gently: “Open it, Annora. I am sure he realizes it is best for Belinda and Rebecca to be here.”
Her fingers shook a little and her expression changed to one of relief as she read. I watched her avidly.
“He says the child and Rebecca are his responsibility.”
“I’m not,” I said.
“Well, I suppose he would be considered your guardian now that he is your stepfather,” said my grandfather.
“No. You are my guardians.”
He smiled at me. Then: “What else does he say?”
“That he will consider making arrangements which he will talk over with us later on. In the meantime, if it is no inconvenience to us, it might be better for the children to stay here.”
My grandmother laughed. “Inconvenience indeed!”
I laughed with her. “He doesn’t want us … any more than we want him.”
“So all is well,” said my grandmother.
“He just doesn’t want us to think he doesn’t realize all we are doing,” said my grandfather.
“He will reimburse us for the expense,” she went on.
“What on Earth is he talking about?”
“I suppose he means the nurse and all that.”
“What nonsense!”
“Well, all’s well. We carry on as before.”
It was a great relief to us all. But it did set me wondering. I did not like to be reminded that he was my guardian and Belinda’s father; and that he would be the one to decide our future.
I ran to my grandmother and clung to her. “We’re going to stay with you,” I said. “I won’t leave you.”
“It’ll be all right,” my grandfather assured me. “It’s his way of saying he cares about you. He’s glad you’re here and we’re looking after you—which we can do better than he could … in a place like this.”
When I mentioned the matter later to my grandmother she said: “Don’t worry. It wouldn’t be easy for him to set up a household in London or Manorleigh without a wife. He will be immersed in his career. He just wants us to know that he is aware of his responsibilities, but he must realize that the best place for Belinda is here. But you have to remember that he is her father.”
“I wish he were not,” I said.
My grandmother shook her head sadly.
She was wishing as I was that we had all gone on as it had been when we were all happy together.
A year passed and the anniversary of my mother’s death had come. During the last year Benedict had paid two visits to Cornwall. He inspected the baby. I was in the nursery at the time. Belinda regarded him with indifference. Leah picked her up and placed her in his arms. He held her gingerly and Belinda set up a wail of protest until Leah took her back when she chuckled with gratification.
Leah said: “She’s a very bright baby, sir. You will be proud of her.”
He looked at Leah intently. She lowered her eyes and flushed a little, looking more than ever like a painting of the Madonna.
My grandmother talked to him afterwards about Leah.
“She’s exceptionally good with Belinda,” she told him. “And she’s knowledgeable. She’s the daughter of the midwife and I think she has learned a lot about babies from her mother.”
He said: “She seems efficient.”
He talked to me in that restrained way which suggested that he knew of my dislike for him, and possibly felt the same towards me.
“Rebecca, you will have to go to school at some time,” he said. “It simply isn’t good enough to be merely governess-taught.”
“I’m quite happy with Miss Brown.”
“There is more to education than happiness. It is what was planned for you.”
He meant he and my mother had planned it for me. So she had discussed me with him.
“Perhaps next year,” he said.
So I was safe for the time being.
I was glad when he left for London. My grandmother was relieved too. I think she always had it in mind that he was going to take Belinda and me away from her.
I might be sent to school, but I was sure he would not want Belinda. Something in the way he looked at the child convinced me that he blamed her for my mother’s death.
Pedrek came to Cornwall for the summer holidays, bringing a school friend with him. Of course, the friend did not want a girl to join them. So it was different. Pedrek was a very kind person and always careful of other people’s feelings—he took after his mother in that—so he was aware that I was feeling shut out. He was half apologetic but what could he do? He must entertain his guest. We were all growing up and that was another aspect of change.
I used to go down to the pool often and I would think of my mother and when we had sat there and talked. I remembered how she had asked me to care for the child then unborn. It was as though she had had a premonition of what was going to happen, as though she knew she were going to die.
The pool had meant something special to her and while I was there I would have an uncanny feeling that she was there beside me … that she was trying to talk to me.
It was at the pool that I first became aware of Lucie.
I was interested in her because no one had believed her mother was going to have her until almost the time of her birth—and no one knew who her father was.
Mrs. Polhenny mentioned her now and then.
She said: “You couldn’t find a better mother than Jenny Stubbs, which is a strange thing, her being a penny short in the head so to speak. But she’s nothing short when it comes to babies. Little scrap of a thing that Lucie was … now she’s bonny; and I reckon it’s due to Jenny. Her sort’s meant to be mothers. A pity the good Lord saw fit to cut her a bit short.”
It was the nearest criticism I had ever heard her utter against the Lord, so she must have felt rather strongly.
My grandmother marvelled too. Mrs. Granger at the farm where Jenny worked said the change in her was remarkable since Lucie had been born. “Quite sensible she is now,” went on Mrs. Granger, “and that Lucie … Miss Belinda couldn’t be better looked after. Always clean she is … always well cared for. I let her bring her here. It makes no difference to the work and I wouldn’t want to lose Jenny. She’s a good worker … and now she’s got her wits about her, all the better.”
My grandmother said: “The poor girl had a fixation about a child. You see she lost the child she cared for some years ago. She was always simple and now she’s got another of her own she’s satisfied. When she took you away she looked after you just as she’s looking after little Lucie now. I know that Mrs. Polhenny and her kind deplore the fact that the child is illegitimate but if it changes a life like that there can’t be a lot of harm in it.”
In any case I was very interested in Lucie and she obviously took a liking to me. I used to go to the pool on most afternoons and Jenny would bring her out of the cottage and they would talk to me.
She was two years old at the time—a lovely child with blue eyes and dark hair. She would stand close to me regarding me gravely; then she would smile.
“She’s took a big fancy to you, Miss Rebecca,” said Jenny happily.
Sometimes Leah and Belinda would be with me. The two children were of an age and they would play together. I was amused for, young as they were, Belinda was the dominating one.
I should have liked the children to play more often than they did but Leah sometimes made excuses. When the two little ones were together I had noticed her watching them uneasily. I wondered if she harbored some snobbish notion about Belinda’s belonging to the big house and therefore she should not be playing with a cottage child.
I mentioned this to my grandmother who agreed that the humbler classes were far more aware of these distinctions than we were. We only had to consider the rigid protocol of the staff to realize that.
She was glad that I took an interest in Jenny and Lucie. She herself visited the cottage often and made sure there was always plenty of food and comfort there.
The more I saw of Lucie the fonder I became of her and I looked forward to our meetings.
“What will happen to her?” I said to my grandmother. “It’s all right now she is a baby but what when she grows up?”
“I daresay she will do some sort of work in one of the houses … or farms maybe … like her mother.”
“I always feel there is something unusual about her.”
“We shall keep our eyes on her and do what we can.”
“She is very bright, you know. As bright as Belinda, I think, only Belinda is more forceful.”
“Can you tell at such an age?”
“I think it shows. I do hope Lucie will be all right.”
“Don’t worry. We’ll keep our eyes on her.”
I knew it had to change. Just after Belinda’s second birthday I went away to school. Miss Brown, said Benedict, was no longer adequate to teach me.
“What does he know about it?” I demanded. “He is not the least interested in what I learn.”
“He and your mother must have discussed it together,” soothed my grandmother. “It is probably right for you. You are shut away down here and it will be good for you to meet people.”
So I went away to school and for the first weeks hated it, and then grew accustomed to it and quite liked it. I made friends quite easily; I was fairly good at games, slightly better at lessons—Miss Brown had given me good grounding—and I got along very well.
Time passed quickly. I came home to Cador for holidays and looked forward to that but I found I was quite eager to rejoin my fellow pupils. School events such as who was picked for the school concert or with whom I shared my room and the destination of outings seemed of great importance.
My grandparents were pleased that I had fitted in so well. They eagerly read my reports and sent them on to Benedict. I felt sure he never looked at them.
I came home for that Christmas holiday. Pedrek and his parents were at Pencarron for the festivities and we saw a good deal of them. Pedrek brought no school friend with him on this occasion and it was like it used to be without intrusion.
Belinda would soon be four years old. I was amazed how she grew while I was away. She was quite imperious now and could talk quite fluently. Leah said with pride that she was very bright for her age, and she was greatly looking forward to Christmas.
On the day there was to be a party for her; the twins and several children from the neighborhood had been invited; a conjuror was coming from Plymouth to entertain them.
My grandmother looked happier than she had for a long time. Planning for Belinda had been good for her.
My thoughts went to Lucie. How different her Christmas would be!
I asked my grandmother about her. “Oh, we’ve seen that they don’t want for anything. I’ve had some coal and wood delivered to the cottage and I thought you’d like to take over a basket for them.”
“I’d like that. When?”
“My dear, you’ve only just come home. In good time for Christmas.”
“I shall go down tomorrow. Perhaps I could take something then.”
“You’re very interested in that child, aren’t you?”
“Well, yes. Her birth was so unexpected, wasn’t it? We none of us believed that Jenny was really going to have her. And I think she is a very intelligent child. I can’t imagine how Jenny could have one like that.”
“Oh, parents often have the most unlikely children. But I agree she is a nice child.”
“I compare her with Belinda … who has so much.”
“Well, that’s how the world goes. There are always these divisions.”
“Yes, I suppose so. But I would like to take something really good.”
“You shall.”
So the next day I was at the cottage. The pool looked dreary. It was a damp dark day and the willows trailing over the pool and the brownish green water looked sinister in the gloom.
The cottage was welcoming though. It was very neat and clean. Lucie came running out when I knocked. She caught me round the legs and hugged me.
It was a spontaneous and warm welcome.
“I’ve been away to school,” I said.
“I tell her,” said Jenny. “She does not know about school.”
“I’ll explain to her.”
I sat down on one of the chairs and took the child on my knees. I told her about my school, the dormitories we slept in, the big hall where we assembled, the teachers we had, how we worked at our desks, how we went for long walks in the country with two mistresses, one at the head of the crocodile and one at the rear, how we played games, how we learned to dance and sing.
She listened intently. I don’t think she understood half of it, but she watched my mouth the whole time. I was talking and her expression was one of enchantment.
Jenny wanted to know how the little one up at Cador was. I told her Belinda was well and looking forward to Christmas. I started to tell her about the party which was being arranged and the conjuror who was coming from Plymouth … then I stopped short. It was insensitive of me. Poor Lucie would not have such a party.
“What is a conjuror?” asked Lucie.
So I had to explain. “He makes things disappear and finds them again as if by magic.”
“And he be coming all the way from Plymouth,” said Jenny.
Lucie’s eyes were wide with excitement. She kept asking questions about the conjuror. I had to go on explaining.
Could she come to the party? I wondered. My grandparents were by no means sticklers for convention. But if Lucie—the child of crazy Jenny—were invited, all the children from the outlying farms and cottages would be expected to attend.
As soon as I reached home I told my grandmother what had happened.
“It was stupid of me,” I said. “I shouldn’t have mentioned the party, but I did and it slipped out about the conjuror … and that was how it came about.”
My grandmother raised the point which had occurred to me. If Lucie came all the local children would feel slighted if they were not asked. Then my grandmother had an idea. She would get Jenny to come and help in the kitchen. She could bring Lucie … and Lucie should join the party.
And so it was arranged.
When I put the proposition to Jenny her eyes shone with delight. I said: “And Lucie shall come to see the conjuror with the other children.”
She clasped her hands together. “She’s been talking of nothing but that there conjuror ever since yesterday.”
Lucie jumped up and down with glee when I told her she was to come to the party. I knelt down and put my arms around her. I felt a tremendous tenderness towards the child and a need to protect her.
It occurred to me a little later that all the children would be in their party dresses, and what had Lucie but her little smock? True, it would be clean and neat but there would be a marked difference between her and the others.
Belinda had numerous dresses which she did not need. Why should not Lucie have one of these? I broached the matter to my grandmother and she thought it an excellent idea.
I consulted Leah who found a very pretty dress which she had made for Belinda and which she had not worn for some time. It was pale blue with a frill at the neck and a flounced skirt; and there was a bow of blue ribbon at the waist.
“That is just the thing,” I said.
“I don’t think it was ever one of Belinda’s favorites,” said Leah. “I made a mistake with all those flounces.”
“I think it is charming and I am sure Lucie will be delighted. She will never have had such a dress before.”
When I took it along to the cottage I was immensely gratified. I had never seen such joy in a child’s face before. Jenny watched with her hands clasped together.
“Oh, Miss Rebecca,” she said, “you be very good to we.”
I was touched as I had rarely been. Jenny’s love for that child was beautiful to see. The child’s happiness meant everything to her. I thought Lucie deprived when compared with Belinda, but how could she be with love like that?
It was a joyous occasion. Now I could talk about the exploits of conjurors with the utmost freedom.
We laughed and chatted. I could not believe that Jenny was the same person whom I had seen singing in the lanes.
Belinda with Leah helped to dress the Christmas tree. She was a little imperious giving orders. “This is where I want this …” and so on.
There were to be presents for all the children and these would be distributed before the conjuror arrived. I had chosen a doll for Lucie. It had long flaxen hair and eyes which shut when the doll was held backwards.
There were candles on the tree which would be lighted at dusk.
Belinda shrieked with delight when she saw the candles. She said it ought to be Christmas every day.
And at last it came.
All the family from Pencarron were with us. They were going to stay the night because it was a fair way to Pencarron Manor and we did not know what the weather would be like.
Then there were Jack and Marian with the twins, Jacco and Anne-Mary; and the Wilminghams with their son and daughter and three grandchildren were to come for Christmas Day. There would also be another little girl and boy from about a mile away.
My grandparents had said that Christmas Day was for the children and that it should be devoted to their pleasure.
Jenny arrived with Lucie who looked very pretty in her blue flounces. Her eyes lit up with pleasure when she saw me and she ran to me and hugged me round the knees as she usually did. I found this very endearing. I sensed that she was a little overawed and rather eager to keep at my side.
My grandmother kissed her and, taking her by the hand, led her into the hall. I was thrilled to see the wonder in her eyes as she contemplated the tree.
The other children were all gathered there. Belinda came over and I was amused to see with what dignity she greeted Lucie. I had already spoken to her and told her that Lucie was coming and that as she was the hostess she must make sure that all her guests were comfortable.
She had liked the idea of that.
“This is my house,” she told Lucie immediately. “I am the hostess.”
Lucie nodded but she could not take her eyes from the Christmas tree.
My grandmother and I gave out the presents and when I saw Lucie’s joy in her flaxen haired doll I felt a wave of happiness. Then I felt rather guilty to be so contented without my mother. I uttered a little prayer to her. “I have not forgotten you. I never shall. But I am so happy to be able to do this for the child.”
In that moment I almost felt that she was beside me, sharing in my happiness and that gave me immense comfort.
The conjuror had arrived. As we arranged the chairs for the children I heard Belinda say: “Lucie, you’ve got my dress.”
Lucie looked down with dismay at the flounces of which she was so proud.
“I didn’t say you could have it. It’s mine.”
I took Belinda’s arm and whispered: “Don’t be silly. I told you you have to be polite to your guests.”
“But she’s got my dress. It’s mine.”
“It’s her dress.”
“It’s just like mine.”
“Be quiet or you won’t see the conjuror.”
Belinda put out the tip of her tongue. It was a gesture of defiance and disrespect. She had done it before and been admonished; she had then sworn that she did not know her tongue was there. Sometimes I had uneasy qualms about her. Even Leah, who doted on her, admitted that she was “a bit of a handful.”
There was silence in the hall as the conjuror took his place and began to perform his tricks. He folded paper; he tore it; and when it unfurled it had become a ship. He threw little balls in the air … many of them and caught them all. He brought eggs out of his ears and a rabbit out of a hat.
The children were entranced. It had been a brilliant idea to get a conjuror.
Sometimes he wanted help from one of the children—someone to hold his hat and assure the company that there was nothing in it, someone to make sure that the handkerchief was a blue one before it disappeared into his pocket and came out red.
“Now, one of your children …”
It was always Belinda. She was the one. If any of the others attempted to get up he or she would be pushed aside. It was as though she could not help reminding them that this was her house and if anyone was going to take part in the show, she was that one.
She was quick and intelligent, of course, but I wished she would sometimes allow one of the others to share the glory.
The last trick had been played; the conjuror was getting his props together and Belinda was dancing round him asking questions.
Jacco boasted that he could do a trick, tried and failed and there was general derision.
It was time that the candles were lighted. The children watched with wonder while this was done. The tree looked very pretty.
Pedrek was at my side.
“He was good, wasn’t he?”
“Yes, and I should like to know how he does some of those tricks.”
“That’s the last thing he’d want you to know.”
Belinda was looking round for something to-do. She saw Lucie standing there.
She said: “You have got my dress.”
“It’s mine,” replied Lucie fiercely. “Miss Rebecca gave it tome.”
“It’s not hers to give.”
I was about to protest when Pedrek said: “Let’s go for a ride tomorrow morning.”
“Oh, I’d like that,” I replied.
Jenny came in with a tray of lemonade for the children. She set it down by the tree. Lucie noticed her and ran to her, possibly to escape from Belinda’s taunts. Belinda snatched one of the candles from the tree and brandishing it ran after Lucie.
“It’s my dress. It’s my dress. I’m a witch. I’m waving my wand. I’m going to turn you into a toad. It’s magic.”
It all happened so quickly. She touched the flounce of the dress with the candle. I felt stunned as I saw the flames creep round the skirt and up … Lucie was a ball of flame.
I heard the screams and shouts, but before any of us could reach the child Jenny was there. She flung herself on top of Lucie, beating out the flames with her hands. She pushed the child away from her … Lucie lay on the floor, her dress no longer alight, but Jenny’s clothing was a mass of flames.
It had all happened in a few seconds. Pedrek was the first to move. He picked up a rug and wrapped it round Jenny. He battled for a few moments before the fire was extinguished.
Jenny lay there, her hair burned from her head … her skin horribly discolored … moaning faintly.
My grandmother shouted for Dr. Wilmingham but he was already there, kneeling beside Jenny.
There was pandemonium.
Lucie was in a state of shock and it was to her that Dr. Wilmingham gave his care. There was no saving Jenny.
She had given her life for the child’s.
What a terrible ending to that never-to-be-forgotten Christmas.
I was relieved to discover that Lucie was not as badly hurt as I had feared. Jenny had been so quick to beat out the fire with her own body that all the child had suffered from were a few superficial burns which Dr. Wilmingham was able to deal with.
Pedrek too had burns on his hands but fortunately nothing serious.
Leah had taken Belinda away. I was wondering what effect this would have on her. Did she realize that she was responsible for one death and might have been for another?
We should have to talk very seriously to Belinda; but at the moment Lucie was our concern. I asked that she should be put in my bed that I might be with her throughout the night. I wondered what we were going to tell her. There was the even more pressing problem of what would become of her.
At the moment she was deeply shocked and in some pain from the burns. I knew my presence comforted her to a great extent and I was glad that I had had the foresight to insist that she was put into my bed.
What a strangely long day that was. Lucie was given a sedative and I was glad she slept.
Gathered downstairs were my grandparents with Pedrek and his family with the Wilminghams. Jack and Marian had thought it best to take the children home and all the other young people had left also.
“What a terrible thing to happen,” said my grandmother. “It is that child I’m thinking of most.”
“Miraculously she is not badly hurt … physically,” said Dr. Wilmingham. “That heroic woman saw to that. But naturally this sort of thing is a great shock to the system. We shall have to watch that. The poor child has lost her mother. I don’t know what will come out of this.”
“The question will be what will become of her?” said my grandmother.
“We shall see that she is all right, won’t we, Granny?” I said.
She nodded reassuringly. “Poor, poor little thing. She was so happy watching the conjuror.”
“And Belinda …” I began.
There was silence.
My grandmother said at length: “Leah was so anxious about her.”
“Anxious about her!” I cried. “She was the one who caused it all. What is she going to think? Jenny Stubbs … dead … because of her.”
“I know,” said my grandmother. “It’s a terrible thing to happen to a child.”
“She deliberately took the candle and set fire to Lucie’s dress.”
“Children don’t understand the dangers of fire. She’s very young … and seeing all those tricks … she probably thought she was going to transform Lucie into a dragon or something.”
“We mustn’t be too hard on her,” said my grandfather. “Something like this could scar a child’s mind for ever.”
“I know,” agreed my grandmother. “It’s a terrible situation. It was my fault for giving Lucie Belinda’s dress.”
My grandfather said: “Oh come. Don’t let’s start blaming ourselves. We would all have done anything to avert such a tragedy.”
“I am glad Lucie is with you, Rebecca,” said my grandmother.
“If she awakened in the night, she wouldn’t know where she was … so I thought it best …”
“Yes, you are right.”
Silence fell upon us. We were all thoughtful—every one of us preoccupied with Lucie and the terrible tragedy which had come upon us.
I lay beside the child, thankful that she was still sleeping. She looked very young and vulnerable. I wanted to weep for the cruelty of life which had taken my mother from me … as Lucie’s had been taken from her. That made me feel doubly close to the child.
I would be there when she awoke. I would hold her tightly and comfort her.
On that Christmas night I had a strange experience. I was not sure whether I was awake or sleeping. I thought I was awake but afterwards I supposed I could not have been, for it seemed to me that my mother was in the room. Remembering back I did not see her but I almost felt that I did. It was just that I knew she was there. I did not hear her voice but the words were in my mind. She was calling to me … telling me what I must do.
I lay there, my heart pounding. I was exultant suddenly because she was with me … because she had come back. I tried to call out to her but I did not hear my voice.
I just know that she was with me … urging me to act.
I was wide awake. The room was silent. The child was still sleeping beside me. I could see the shapes of the furniture in the pale moonlight.
I got out of bed and put on my dressing gown and slippers.
“Where are you, Mama … dearest Mama, where are you?” I whispered.
There was no answer.
I went to the window and looked out. There was moonlight on the sea; I listened to the silence all around me, broken only by the gentle swishing of the waves.
I could not stay in my room. Some impulse made me go to the door. I looked out. All was quiet. I went down the great staircase to the hall.
There was the Christmas tree … an object of tragedy now. The burned-down candles… the symbol of tragedy. I sat down beside it and covered my face with my hands.
“Come back,” I murmured. “Come back, Mama. You did come back … for a while.”
And as I sat there, I heard a soft footfall on the stairs. I looked up eagerly. It was my grandmother coming into the hall.
“Rebecca,” she said. “I thought I heard someone moving about. What are you doing down here?”
“I … I couldn’t sleep.”
She came and sat beside me. She took my hand. “My dear child,” she said. “I know what you feel.”
“It’s the child,” I said. “There is something I must do.”
“Tell me.”
“I want to take her. I want her to come here … not as the child of a servant. I want her to be here with us … I just feel that is what must be.”
My grandmother nodded.
“You love her, don’t you?”
“Yes. And she is all alone now. What will become of her … some workhouse … an orphanage? Oh no, I couldn’t bear it. Something happened, Granny. Upstairs just now … it was as though my mother came to me.”
“Oh, my dear …”
“Was I dreaming? I don’t know. I thought she was in the room. I thought she was telling me what to do.”
“It was your heart telling you, Rebecca.”
“I don’t know. But I have to do it. I don’t care if no one will help me. I am going to look after Lucie.”
“What do you mean … if no one will help you? You know we’ll help you.”
I turned to her and she took me into her arms.
“Rebecca, you are a dear child and I’m proud of you. We will take her in. She shall share the nursery with Belinda. Belinda owes her that, doesn’t she?”
“What of Belinda, Granny?”
“She is a normal highspirited child. She meant no harm. Leah says she has been crying bitterly. It was just a game to her. She did not understand what fire could do.”
“Then she has learned a lesson tonight … a bitter one. And at what cost to poor Jenny and Lucie!”
My grandmother said: “Rebecca, it is the least we can do … if only for the sake of Jenny who, without a moment’s hesitation, gave her own life to save the child’s.”
“You always understood me.”
She stood up suddenly as though afraid of her emotion.
“It’s chilly,” she said. “We should get back to bed. Besides … what if Lucie should wake.”
“I should be there to comfort her. I always will be, Granny. I always will.”
I went to my room. Lucie was sleeping peacefully. I had a feeling that there was a presence there … my mother … and that she was pleased.
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