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Chapter 1
Such days came rarely to the Isle of Blane and Vivien Buchanan was not going to waste the opportunity, even if she was supposed to be sitting in the drawing room with the guests, being a dutiful daughter. There would, naturally, be recriminations for this absence, but Vivien thought that a small price to pay. The light was so clear and bright, the air so still, that conditions were near perfect to get the most wonderful photograph of Blane Bay, a photograph which would be just the thing to enter in the Glasgow Photographic Society’s Autumn Show.
“Blane Bay” by Miss V E. Buchanan. She could imagine it already, neatly mounted and labelled (she would get Isobel to do that – she had an elegant hand), and perhaps “The Mountains of Blane” as well, for now, as she stood in the lead-covered valley where the east wing joined the main wing of the Castle, she saw that would make another fine subject. It was odd, she realised, that although she had known this view all her life, she had scarcely appraised it as she did now. It had simply been there; the outlines of the fells which ran from north to south like a backbone were as familiar to her as the profiles of her sisters, and as unremarkable, and yet they were wonderful, as wonderful in their beauty as Leonora and Isobel were. It struck her that the lens of the camera had taught her to see what she had never noticed before, and this added to her feeling of exultation as she stood leaning on the parapet, her equipment at her feet. It was a justification for her, and now whenever her mother decided to complain about her photography she knew that she need not waver. She knew she need no longer be moved by her mother’s relentless and guilt-inducing arguments about wasting time and money, for she had a quiet creed. She understood her passion, saw the nature of her god, photography. She was not trying to be different or deliberately awkward but she was learning to see through it, to see the world as it really was. Of course, this statement of faith would mean nothing to her mother, much as the early Christians’ simple statements of faith had not moved their Roman judges. But for Vivien it was a cross to cling to.
She gazed into the distant blue haze, perfect in that midsummer light, and realised how deeply she loved the place. It was dreadful, in a way, to be confronted with so much beauty when she was also beginning to understand how much it trapped her. For how could she begin to see when the breadth of her life was no wider than the compass of that lovely view? For some, perhaps, it was enough to look east and see the Ayrshire coast and then to turn west to where the protecting arm of the Mull of Kintyre sheltered Blane from the Atlantic, but Vivien knew it would not be enough for her. That was all the world she knew, and she knew she must leave, as many had left Blane before to find a wider life. But they, and she suspected this would be true of herself, had always lived as exiles. It was necessary for her to go, for the sake of her own self, she knew that, but it did not make the thought of going any easier.
She distracted herself from this gloomy train of thought by setting up her tripod and camera and was soon absorbed. It was not easy to get the tripod to settle easily on the uneven roof leads, and it took a great deal of fumbling with wretched little screws until it was level. She had decided that she would take the first plate of Blane Bay and, as she opened up the camera, she had the satisfaction of knowing that she had a unique view to take. None of the tourist photographers who came to Blane on the Ardrossan steamer and stayed at the boarding-houses in Port Blane had access to the roof of Blane Castle. Strictly speaking, she should not have been there herself. Her parents had made the roof out of bounds years ago, not because it was unsafe, but because climbing and scrabbling over its considerable extent was unladylike. Hugh had never been forbidden to go up there – in fact, he had shown her the way up there in the first place.
She dipped her head under the focusing cloth and steadied the image. She was practised at this now, and as it came into focus, she saw that she had caught the Ardrossan steamer on the focusing glass. It was sending up a most picturesque plume of white smoke into the sky, and she hoped it would come out. A bit of well-caught movement would be sure to improve her chances of a prize. Swiftly she dived into her bag and brought out a sensitive plate. Speed was of the essence, but she still had to be careful not to ruin the plate. She slipped it in, feeling it click into place, and covered it with the cloth. Then with a firm but steady hand she pulled out the protective cover from the plate. Glancing again at the view, she saw the steamer was still smoking nicely, and reached and carefully removed the lens cover. She half-shut her eyes and counted to five, hardly daring to breathe in case such a tiny movement might disturb the shot. “Let this be a good one,” she prayed silently, “please…”
***
The door in the corner of their room was irresistible.
“Where does it go?” he had asked the ancient butler who had shown them to their rooms.
“To the roof, sir. There’s a magnificent view on a day like this from there – yes, you should be able to see as far as Glasgow today.”
“That I must see,” he said, pushing open the door. A steep turnpike stair confronted him.
“We should be going downstairs, Rory,” said Louis Faulkner to his brother, as he carefully washed his hands and face clear of the dirt of the journey. But Rory ignored him and began to climb the steps with vigorous strides, taking two at a time because he was anxious to stretch his long legs. He wanted to get the measure of this extraordinary place which had dazzled and amused him. He had never believed the lithographs of Blane Castle which had hung on his mother’s dressing room wall. They had been executed in that vapid, languid style of the 1840s which made him uncertain of the scale and dubious about the perspective. He had not imagined that the place actually existed as it appeared in those prints, which hung icon-like to be admired, worshipped even, as tokens of his mother’s past. They had seemed, to tell the truth, just another of her elaborate fictions. The glories of her girlhood on that fabulous Scottish island and her subsequent bitter and humiliating exile to the soggy fields of Rutland had been so often chanted, like some desperate epic, that he had grown cynical about it all.
But when the steamer had pulled up at the pier in Port Blane and he had looked up and seen the castle set above the town, dominating it like a great white baronial fist thumped down upon a table, he had seen at once that exaggeration had not been necessary. The lithographs had, if anything, understated the stupefying arrogance of the architecture. It was the stuff of dreams – or rather of nightmares: a great sprawl of round towers, keeps and crenellated walls which combined the aesthetics of Ivanhoe with the scale of a vast Manchester factory. It was so ludicrous that he had laughed at first, and then, as if it were some overdressed woman, he saw past the vulgar trimmings, and appreciated the absolute power of it. For the first time in his life he understood why his mother was as she was. She was like the place of her birth: overbearing, ridiculous at times, frequently contradictory and sublimely indifferent to the feelings of others. Like the castle, one could not ignore her.
“Remember you are Buchanans,” she had always told them fiercely. “You are Scotsmen before you are Englishmen.” When other small boys had sailor suits and Eton jackets, they had been dressed in kilts, an embarrassing distinction it was hard to forgive. Yet, as he raced up those stairs, he had a sense that there was something about this place which could arouse extraordinary passions. For there was a strange, churning excitement in his stomach which he had not intended. He had not wanted to be caught by the place. He was there under protest, after all, and yet here he was eager to see the view, like any tourist who had come to Blane for pleasure rather than from an unwilling sense of family duty.
He had reached the top now and stood on a tiny landing flooded with sunlight because the door to the roof was propped open with a large smooth pebble. He noticed, taking off his coat and waistcoat, that this doorway, like everything else he had yet seen in the house, was neo-Norman in style; the door arched in a semicircle, the frame was carved with dentels and even the hinges were formed from giant iron straps. He hooked his coat over the door handle and went out on to the roof.
The heat was dazzling, bouncing off the leads, and the air was extraordinarily still, despite the height of the tower. In fact, as he peered over the parapet, he realised he was a dizzying two hundred feet or so up. But the silent remoteness of that vantage point impressed him most of all. It gave him command of the ridge of hills one way and of the sea the other. No wonder his mother thought she ruled the earth! Such a view as this would give one delusions of grandeur for life, and with sudden dread he thought of his unknown cousins downstairs. Would they all be like his mother, stamped with unshakeable conviction and set rigid in convention? The thought of that, and the realisation that he should be down there shaking hands with this tribe of relations (whom, previously, he had not had to worry about) somewhat took the edge off his exultation. He could not revel in this glorious view without remembering why he was there. Wonderful though the place might be, it could not be enjoyed without all the distracting paraphernalia of a country-house visit which demanded constant good humour and impeccable manners and which made few allowances for solitude. The thought of a month of family dinners, church-going and general conversation was appalling. It was a vast imposition upon his liberty when he had been hoping to spend the summer wandering about Europe with a few of his closest friends. But the summons had come from his mother. It was imperative that he come to Blane. She had decided, and that was that. He had not yet in his twenty-one years found a way to resist such commands, although he despised his own submission. He was not like Louis who was making a career of submission in the Foreign Office, but he was afraid that she would soon coerce him into some equally respectable and depressing line of work. She had been mildly pleased to learn that he had been named Second Wrangler in his Tripos finals: “Such things are always useful,” she had written, “in the choice of a suitable career,” and the word “suitable’ had been underlined with a forceful scratch of the pen.
“Suitable indeed!” he muttered to the hills of Blane. “What the devil does she know about it?” They did not answer, but lay mutely ahead of him, flooring him with their absolute and ancient beauty, making him feel as he stood there on that vulgar keep tower like a terrible intruder. The petty problems of his life had little meaning against such a backdrop, which was not in truth a backdrop, but a great drama in its own right: a rolling geological drama upon which humans and their tawdry edifices were only the props and tricks of the light upon a stage, transient and insignificant.
He shook himself out of this depressing conviction and turned to the view of the sea, interrupted by the complex patterns of the roof of the castle. The sprawl of roof ridges, valleys and lanterns was interesting in its own right, forming a diabolical geometry for which a formula had not yet been devised. And then, amongst it all, he caught sight of a flash of human movement and realised that there was a woman standing at the other end of this pattern of roofs.
The only way down from the keep to these other leads appeared to be a large iron ladder which clung to the edge of the tower and dropped down some forty feet. With some care and a little trepidation, Rory straddled the parapet wall and climbed down on to it. Keeping his eyes fixed firmly on the wall in front of his eyes, he descended the ladder, surprised by the heat of the rough metal beneath his hands.
It took some time to reach the girl. If to get there had appeared easy from the keep, it as an illusion. There was much climbing and dodging to be done, and once or twice he reached a dead end. But this maze did not annoy him in the least. It was an interesting challenge.
At last, as he scaled a ladder up a sloping stretch, he saw that he had reached her. He paused there, realising she was not aware of his presence. She stood with her back to him, and seemed to have abandoned the bodice of her dress, for her back was covered only by a flimsy piece of lawn rising above the more solid form of a pair of pale blue stays. He could see quite clearly she was sweating – there was a damp patch on the material between her shoulder blades and one or two loose strands of short hair which had escaped being piled up were plastered to the nape of her neck. She stood as still as a statue, one bare arm extended, with something clasped in her hand. What she was doing he could scarcely imagine, but the pose enchanted him.
Gently, so as not to disturb her, he pulled himself over his final hurdle, but in his anxious care he grew clumsy and the slope was steeper and smoother than he imagined. His footing went and he slipped down at a violent speed, unable to land on his feet. Instead, he fell sprawling on to his back, within touching distance of her hem. As he hit the ground he could not help bellowing out, in surprise rather than pain.
She started terribly. He saw her shudder, almost as if she might topple back and fall on top of him from her surprise. But she regained herself and spun round in a moment. She stared down at him, her astonishment giving way to anger.
“How could you!" she exclaimed. “You’ve ruined the shot!"
“What?” he managed to say, although he felt winded by the fall. He struggled to prop himself up on his elbows and saw that she had been standing in front of a camera. “Oh,” he said, sinking back. “I’m sorry.”
She looked as if she were about to expostulate, when suddenly her face cracked into a smile and in a moment she was laughing.
He felt he should be piqued at being mocked, for it was obvious she was laughing at him. But then he realised how ridiculous he must look, how absurd indeed the entire situation was, and soon he was laughing too. She made some effort to master herself.
“You must be Rory, mustn’t you? Your mother –” She was unable to go on and Rory could not answer because the thought of what his mother might have been saying about him was too predictable. “My younger son is both a fool and a boor.” He had heard it too many times for his pride to be wounded any more. Laughter was preferable.
“Let me help you up,” she offered, when at last they had managed to control themselves.
“I think I can manage,” he said, grinning. “I’ve no idea who you can be, except one of my female cousins, and there are such a tribe of you.”
“There are only three of us. Shall I make you guess?”
“Well, I don’t think you can be the one engaged to the Duke,” he began, as he struggled to his feet.
“No fear!” she exclaimed. “Oh, not that he isn’t very nice, but that isn’t quite what I had in mind for myself.”
“No, I can imagine.” He could not help staring at how much her chemise revealed. She blushed suddenly, and folded her arms to cover herself, while he looked away rather pointedly. A graver mood seemed to have descended upon them.
“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have disturbed you.” He was embarrassed in his turn. “And your photograph – will it be quite ruined?”
“It’s had too much light now, and I knocked the tripod.” She turned away to retrieve her bodice. “Excuse me,” she muttered, and Rory tactfully directed his gaze towards the sea.
“It would have made a wonderful picture,” he said, seeing from the corner of his eye that she was struggling with hooks and eyes.
“I have some others. It won’t matter.”
“Are you sure?” he asked. “You looked very angry.”
“My mother says I have a very bad temper.”
“We are alike then,” said Rory, turning slightly and seeing she was respectable again. The bodice made her look demure and commonplace and he felt disappointed. “Why else do you think I am up here now, when I should be downstairs meeting all my cousins?”
“I should be downstairs too,” she said. “We shall both be in trouble, I imagine.”
“It’s worth it,” he told her, leaning on the parapet, “to see this. I had to see it to get the measure of this place. My mother is so obsessed with it.”
“I’d noticed that.”
“It must be because she is an exile.”
“An exile?” she asked, with interest. “Is that what she is?”
“I think so. This place is like another country. I feel I have come half across the world.”
“It is another country, it’s Scotland.”
“No, I don’t mean that. I mean it’s Blane, a place in its own right. A kingdom of its own. Especially up here.”
She looked at him searchingly for a moment or two. It was a disturbing scrutiny. She had the same, sharp discerning eyes as his mother. “How odd you should say that,” she said, folding down her camera, “when you have never been here before.”
“I feel I have been here all my life. Perhaps the place is in my blood. Or was it something in my mother’s milk?”
“Blood,” she said, snapping shut the camera. “That is it. You look completely like a Buchanan, you know. There is a portrait in the dining room that you might have sat for.”
“Another blow to my Faulkner pride,” said Rory. “Not a drop of Faulkner in me. Perhaps the Buchanans are like those strange plants that only need one sex to reproduce.” At this she blushed again. Probably no one had ever discussed that topic in her presence before. “I’m sorry.”
She said nothing, and carried on with the evidently complicated business of collecting up her camera outfit.
“I still don’t know which one you are,” he said, stooping to lift something for her.
She smiled. “Vivien.”
“You suit your name,” he said, shaking her hand.
***
Five minutes or so later they were scurrying breathlessly towards the drawing room, now feeling like a pair of conspirators. Vivien could not help being wonderfully elated at what had happened, despite knowing that she ought to be embarrassed and angry at being caught like that. But although she had found herself blushing when he had looked at her, it was only some ingrained reflex in herself that made her look to her modesty. She had sensed the appreciation there and that experience, quite new to her, was not unpleasant. Besides, why must they all go covered from neck to toe on such a hot day? She almost wished she was brave enough to cast off the bodice again as they approached the drawing room, as Rory had not bothered to retrieve his coat from the keep tower. He was not the least bothered about shirt-sleeves and braces, it seemed, and she sensed he was looking forward to shocking them all. Indeed, she could not help rather enjoying the moment herself. Their faces would be worth something.
He glanced at her as they reached the great door into the drawing room. His eyes glinted with a smile, although his expression was quite composed. She wondered how she would keep a straight face. There was something intrinsically amusing in his appearance. It was the Buchanan face in all its essentials – with the beaky nose and staring eyes beneath the thundering brows, the coarse, tow-coloured hair and the uncompromising bones – but if the concordance was striking, the differences were more so. It was the Buchanan face taken by the devil and turned upside-down, its various parts transformed from a group of aristocratic signatures into something that represented not the past and years of careful breeding, but the future, which fell out of the skies to jolt the world into new life. “My son is little short of an anarchist,” Mrs Faulkner had said the other night at dinner, and now Vivien understood what she had meant. But she did not despise anarchy. She rejoiced in it, and, with sudden decision, put one hand on the arm of her new friend and the other on the door handle. “Well, shall we go in?”
“Why not?”
They pushed open the door with jaunty strength and walked in. The drawing room looked as it always did on such occasions: gloomily formal, like a vast fish tank full of still, slightly dirty water, for the holland blinds were down, because the afternoon light was considered damaging by her mother. Although there were guests the furniture had not been rearranged to promote any sort of sociability. Instead, each person seemed marooned on his own seat, with an imprisoning space all around him. As the door opened, there was a little movement, of figures turning towards them, or rising from their seats. She glanced up at Rory. He looked slightly horrified.
“Don’t worry,” she murmured, “it’s not as bad as it looks, really.”
“Ah,” said her mother, her voice only barely polite. “Vivien, dear, I wondered where you had got to.”
“I’m most awfully sorry, Aunt, I distracted her,” said Rory, going forward. “We’ve been up on the roof – and I’m so glad. The view, well...”
Vivien stared airily at the ceiling as if those dull old vaults were suddenly interesting. Of course he wasn’t to know that she was not allowed on the roof, but she wished he had not said it.
“You must be my nephew,” said her father, stepping forward.
“Yes, that’s right. I’m Rory. How do you do, sir?” and he put out his hand.
“If he knew him better,” thought Vivien, “he wouldn’t have done that.”
Sir Walter looked his nephew up and down, and did not deign to put out his hand in return. It was clear from the twitch of his craggy features that this new relative did not come up to scratch.
“So, Walter,” said Sally Faulkner to her brother, in a languid but vicious tone, “you can see my problem.”
Rory smiled at that. “It’s good to see you, Mama,” he said, and went and kissed her. She received it without grace. “Well, aren’t you going to present me to everyone?”
“You seem pretty well in already,” she responded.
“Here, let me,” said Vivien, marching forward. “Mama, this is Rory – as you must have guessed.”
“Of course, dear,” said Lady Buchanan, and let Rory kiss her hand. “And this,” said Vivien, moving along, “is the rest of the tribe, as you call us. This is Leonora, and Isobel.”
Leonora smiled, and Isobel said: “Welcome to Blane, cousin Rory. I’m glad you like our view.”
“I know this one,” said Rory, to the young man who sat beside Leonora on the sofa.
“But I don’t!” Vivien couldn’t help exclaiming.
The stranger laughed. “I’m Louis, Rory’s brother.”
“Of course – our diplomat! How do you do?” said Vivien, shaking his hand. She would never have guessed he was one of them. He did not look the least like a Buchanan.
“And this is my brother,” said Vivien. “Hugh.”
Hugh pulled his long-limbed self out of his chair, and greeted Rory warmly.
“It’s about time,” he said. “You should have come here long ago. It isn’t right families should quarrel.”
“Hugh, really!” murmured Lady Buchanan.
“The younger generation, eh?” said Mrs Faulkner. They do like to speak their minds, don’t they? In our day, such frankness was not allowed. A very good thing it was too.”
Hugh pointedly ignored this and turned. “And here’s someone neither of you have met. This is Mr Henderson, who has come to paint the girls’ portraits. Poor devil, they’ll never sit still.”
Vivien had forgotten about the painter and looked at him with surprise. He seemed to have been hiding in a corner behind Hugh. A young, lean, dark-haired man with piercing eyes, he wore a badly made tweed suit and looked very ill at ease, as well he might. Blane had not been built to make people feel comfortable.
“We’re very glad you’ve come,” she said to him. “It’s a great honour for us to be painted by a protégé of Sir William Grant’s.”
“Will you take a cup of tea?” asked Lady Buchanan, loudly. She hated any small conversations developing.
“Tea, tea!” exclaimed Sir Walter. “Why will you insist on everyone drinking that pernicious stuff. Macfarlane!” he called out to the butler. “Bring some whisky up to the library. I’m sure the guests could do with something stronger after their journey. If you’ll excuse us, ladies.” He never lasted long in the drawing room.
“For goodness’ sake, say you like it,” Vivien murmured to Mr Henderson and Rory just as they were about to follow Sir Walter. “Even if you don’t. He’ll never speak to you again if you don’t.”
“An initiation with whisky, eh?” said Rory. “Well, I’m game.”
“I’m going up to my room,” said Mrs Faulkner. “I’ll see you there later, Rory,” she added pointedly.
Vivien was annoyed the party had broken up so quickly, even if it had been awkward. Left alone with her mother and sisters she knew she would not escape a scolding.
“Vivien,” began Lady Buchanan, “how many times does it have to be said. The roof -”
“Is out of bounds. Yes I know!” she said. “Though what you think will happen to me I really don’t know.”
“It’s extremely dangerous. But that isn’t the point, is it? You can’t go running around as if you were still in the schoolroom. What your cousin must have thought of you."
“He didn’t seem bothered.”
“Exactly. Now he thinks you’re forward, and that in a man’s eyes means cheap.”
“I’d rather be cheap than boring!” said Vivien, and went to the window, so she could stare through the crack between the frame and blind at the tempting richness of the sunlit terrace. It was such a good day for photographs…
“You will end up an old maid,” said Lady Buchanan, “if you carry on like this. And you won’t like that, I can tell you, Vivien. I’m going to go and make a start on the ball cards for the Gathering. You can come and help me with them.”
“But, Mama,” she had to protest, “I wanted to go out before dinner and take-”
“And take more ridiculous photographs. No, Vivien, you may not. I need your help. Goodness, the house full of people and the Gathering in three weeks and all you can think of is that wretched business. I wish you would try and be more considerate.”
“Why don’t I help, Mama?” offered Isobel. “My hand is so much clearer than Vivien’s.”
“No, dear, you’ve too much to do with the trousseau as it is. I couldn’t allow it. Whereas Vivien has nothing to occupy her.”
“You speak as if I were simply reading silly novels all the time.”
“At least that wouldn’t draw attention to yourself. Goodness knows what they will make of you in town! I shall be surprised if you get any offers!”
“I don’t want any.”
“Please, please,” begged Isobel. “Both of you,”
“I know it seems hard, Isobel,” said Lady Buchanan. “But I do know best in this. When you have daughters of your own you will see.”
Leonora spoke. “Can I do anything, Mama?” Her tone was such that Vivien wanted to curse under her breath.
“No dear, it’s quite all right,” replied Lady Buchanan, going to the door. “Come along now, Vivien.”
“I did try,” whispered Isobel.
Vivien shrugged her shoulders. There was no quarrelling with their mother once she had a notion in her head.
Chapter 2
Isobel Buchanan had every reason to be perfectly happy that evening in June, but some strange restlessness had caught her. She had dressed for dinner rather quickly, and had gone down to the gardens to pace out her restlessness. On such a night she hoped their beauty would cure any smear of discontent.
She paced the long herbaceous borders, a plaid tossed over her bare shoulders, her arms folded, and her eyes cast down, determined to shake herself out of her depression. It was so very wicked of her to feel this way when she had everything to look forward to, she told herself, but this did little to help her. In fact it made her feel worse. How could she possibly feel like this? What on earth was the cause of it? Perhaps it was the bickering between her mother and Vivien that afternoon. She loathed these family quarrels. But soon she would be free of them, because she was going to marry Freddy Melrose.
She was a very lucky girl, as her parents had told her at least a hundred times. Freddy was all and more they could have hoped for. He had a great deal of money, an old, very grand title and he was neither ancient nor repulsive. He was, in short, the catch of the season, and she, Isobel Buchanan, up in town for the first time, had by some miracle managed to get him.
She glanced down at her left hand, now decorated with a large, flawless diamond, which Freddy had gone especially to Antwerp to purchase. This peculiarly romantic action had particularly impressed her sisters, and she had been wearing it with considerable pride, but now she twisted it on her finger as if it were painful and ill-fitting. It fitted beautifully, of course – Freddy had seen to that detail, as he saw to all others. He had a genius for details.
She stared into the heart of the diamond, at the cold, hard sparkle of it and then looked away into the bank of flowers in front of her: peonies that were so pale pink as to appear almost white. “Bridal flowers,” she could not help thinking, and although the contents of her bouquet had previously been a very pleasant line of speculation, that evening the thought of it appalled her. MacGillray, the head gardener, would wire and tweak such artless flowers into a state of artful perfection, alien to nature. It was like the diamond – something natural, cut and polished into something unnatural – and for a moment she hated it. It was like the whole business with her and Freddy.
It had seemed so simple at the beginning. He had danced with her, they had talked together; eventually they had driven in the park together, talking quite naturally, like good friends. That she had enjoyed so much. She had thought that was how it would go on and had hated the thought of telling everyone of their engagement. It was like wiring a flower or cutting a diamond to turn that simple friendship, so agreeably natural, into an engagement, which belonged not, she had soon realised, to the man and woman involved, but to the whole community. Suddenly their love was common property, a subject of eager conversation. Suddenly it was not just Freddy and Isobel, but the Duke of Melrose and Miss Buchanan of Blane. There was a trousseau, and a ceremony and settlements to be thought of and they had to behave like perfect lovers, fulfilling everyone’s happy ideal.
For a moment she would have cast the ring into the bushes, hoping to dull with earth the prospect of this brilliant marriage of hers. She did not want a brilliant marriage. She only wanted Freddy, as he had been before they announced it, when it had been their glorious budding secret. It had spoilt in the telling, she could not deny that. The warmth she felt for him, that she so longed to express simply, was now complicated by a hundred things. The worst of it was that Freddy seemed to relish them. Hadn’t he gone to Antwerp to fetch a ring? Hadn’t he already sent to Venice for a piece of wonderful old lace for her wedding veil? Wasn’t he already talking of redecoration at Melrose House so that it would be worthy of her? How could she be worthy of that, she wondered. She would rather he changed nothing in that lovely old house. She did not want gilt and stucco and new straw-coloured silk damask in her drawing room. She wanted him and to be alone with him. These things did not matter a whit, she was sure of it, but things seemed to have overtaken them. She no longer knew where she belonged in all of it. Freddy was enjoying himself so much she had not the heart to call a halt.
Yet it left her standing there in the gardens of Blane Castle, seething with discontent, when she should have been the happiest creature on God’s earth. “Ungrateful, wicked girl!” she told herself, repressing smartly the idea that she should go to Freddy and suggest that they run away to Glasgow and marry in the presence of a pair of witnesses. That would never do. The Melroses, he had explained, did things properly and she supposed if she were to be a proper Melrose, she would have to learn to do things properly also. Being Freddy’s wife was also to be the Duchess, to be Her Grace, and that entailed a great deal. With honour came responsibility and in that moment she wanted neither: She wanted a sort of oblivion, a state of happy forgetfulness where neither the past nor the future mattered. But that was impossible. In September she would marry Freddy and until then she would have to prepare to marry Freddy. She would count her sheets and choose her dress lengths, as any bride should. She would have to bear it all. Wasn’t Freddy worth it? Wasn’t that what she should remember?
She tore off a sprig of mock-orange and held it against her bare neck, pressing it to her so that she might collect some of its serenity for herself. She was a great fool, she knew, who scarcely deserved Freddy. “And he would not like you as you are now, Isobel.” She walked on towards the Orangery, breathing carefully to calm herself.
Gradually it worked. Solitude began to work its magic on her and her surroundings conspired. Soon her pace was indolent and the scents of the garden were not lost on her. She began to realise that the evening was as perfect as that in a dream or a painting with its light thick and gold, as if sent through a Claudian glass. She gave herself up to it, letting the smells drug her, bending to bury her face in the musk and vanilla of the great rose arch which terminated the borders. How glorious it was to have this to herself.
But as she turned towards the Orangery, she saw she was not alone. There was a man sitting on one of the little green iron chairs that were scattered about the garden. He was in evening dress and the blackness of his coat stood out very strongly against the white of the Orangery wall behind him. He seemed to sit very still, but as she approached he turned a little and looked at her, and she felt something cold cross over her. It frightened her. It was like being looked at by something otherworldly, a ghost perhaps. She did not know this tall, lean man with that shock of dark hair. He did not belong to Blane at all, and yet he sat there as if that were his place and that it had always been so. She felt herself shiver and pulled her plaid around her, wondering if she should retreat to the house. Who was he – and had he any right to be there?
She was about to turn when suddenly he got up from the seat and came towards her, striding with a loose vigour that his stillness had not suggested he might be capable of.
“Forgive me.”
She stood rooted to the spot, afflicted by dreadful nerves. He did not look threatening. He was in every appearance a gentleman and his voice was deep and reassuring. But she could not feel reassured.
“I’m afraid I don’t know you,” she managed to say.
“There’s no reason why you should,” he told her. “But I am not a trespasser, I assure you. I think you must be Miss Buchanan.”
“Yes.” She did not yet put her hand out to him. She was worried his might be deadly cold.
“My name is John Cameron,” he said. “Your father has asked me to dinner.”
“Oh!” she could not help exclaiming, “of course, Mr Cameron!” She knew at once who he must be and was no longer disturbed. “You are the tenant at the Dower House, aren’t you? I’m Isobel Buchanan,” and she put out her hand.
“I hope I didn’t startle you, Miss Buchanan. A stranger in the gardens can be a little disconcerting.”
“Oh no,” she said brightly, “on such an evening who could resist the walk up from the Dower House? It is one of my favourite walks.”
“It must be hard to choose one on this island,” he said.
“I am glad you are not disappointed with Blane.”
“Not the least bit, Miss Buchanan. In fact, I feel half-enchanted by the place. When I should be at my desk at work, it drags me out to walk or to ride. It is too beautiful, perhaps.”
“Nowhere can be too beautiful, surely?” Isobel responded.
“In principle, no, but when one has come to write a book...”
“You are writing a book? How interesting! What sort of book?”
“A small monograph on a forgotten Italian painter, who I think deserves more attention. But I am giving him scant attention now. Blane is winning it all.”
“Perhaps you should write about Blane.”
“I’m not poet enough for that,” he smiled. “Perhaps you should try, Miss Buchanan – you know the place better than most, I imagine.”
“Of course I know it well, but I wouldn’t presume, Mr Cameron. Words elude me at the best of times,” she laughed.
“I know that feeling well myself.”
“I suppose I ought to take you in and introduce everyone,” she suggested, remembering what they were about. “I’m afraid we’re rather a family party tonight, but there is a young artist here who has come to paint my sisters and myself, so you are not the only stranger.”
“Oh, who?”
“Mr James Henderson. He’s quite unknown, I think,” said Isobel, “but Sir William Grant recommended him, so I imagine he must be good.”
“That is a recommendation,” assented Cameron.
They walked towards the house and as they entered the great hall Isobel could tell by the way Cameron stopped in his tracks to stare about him that he had never seen it before.
“Good heavens,” he murmured, “what a…”
“A hideous room?” said Isobel. “Yes, it is, isn’t it?”
“I wasn’t going to say that, Miss Buchanan.”
“You may if you like,” she replied. “Most people do.”
But Cameron did not answer at once. He was looking keenly around him.
“I like its boldness,” he said. “There’s a great deal of cowardly architecture about these days. The scale of this would not disgrace Michelangelo. This is how he might have built in a Norman style, don’t you think?”
Isobel was bemused. People never praised the architecture of the house. It was generally regarded as laughable.
“Yes,” he went on, “I think we do our ancestors a disservice to dismiss this so lightly. It is really an extraordinary achievement. I have rarely seen anything to compare with it. I think it will survive our fashionable distaste.”
“My father finds it is the very devil to keep in good order.”
“That isn’t the point,” smiled Cameron, thrusting his hands into his pockets and wandering to the other end of the hall, staring up at every detail.
She realised to her shame that she had never looked about the room as he did now. The hall was generally considered too cold a place to linger in.
“Yes,” he said, “it’s sculpture, rather than architecture. How lucky you are to have grown up with this, Miss Buchanan.” He broke off, and laughed a little. “You must excuse my architectural enthusiasm. It’s a bad habit of mine.”
“I think it’s delightful,” she said. “No one ever has a good word for the Castle. Even we don’t really appreciate it. It’s simply here, and we rather forget to notice it. But now I shall, thanks to you.”
He looked at her, a little as he had in that first moment in the garden and she felt the same oddness. There was silence and space between them, but she felt it was full of significance. She dragged herself back to reality.
“Well, the drawing room now, I think!” she said brightly. “This way, Mr Cameron.”
Chapter 3
Jim Henderson, wrestling with his white tie in front of the looking glass, wondered – not for the first time that day – what the hell he was doing here. He gave up the struggle with the recalcitrant tie for a moment and stared incredulously at the room reflected in the glass. When he considered how he had slept for most of his life in a box bed in his mother’s kitchen, a box bed shared, moreover, by Willy, his gangly elder brother, the proportions of this room seemed absurd. Even his most recent lodgings, where he had had a bed and a room to himself, bore no comparison to this. It was as if the looking-glass was distorting the size, but he knew this was not the case. The house, he decided, was simply a caricature, which was why everything appeared abnormal: why the ceiling was at least fifteen feet up; why the acanthus leaves printed on the wallpaper writhed like an undiscovered monster species from the jungle; why the brass bed would have comfortably slept four and why the mahogany wardrobe could have housed a family in one of the shadier districts of Edinburgh. Nothing was normal. Even the people struck Jim as parodies. All of them, from Sir Walter Buchanan, who seemed determined to out-laird all lairds with his kilt and peremptory manner, to smooth Louis Faulkner who was “in the Foreign Office”, made Jim feel he had strayed by chance into some absurd charade. Even he was a victim of it, he realised as he saw himself in the glass, dressed in unaccustomed finery, a white tie – that ultimate symbol of a gentleman – hanging lamely about his neck. He was a true Scotsman on the make, and he did not like himself for it.
His reason for being there was pecuniary rather than artistic. He did not want to paint Sir Walter Buchanan’s daughters but he would get a hundred guineas if he did, and that would buy a year’s artistic freedom, a year of experiments. It was really a small price to pay to have to paint the sort of picture the laird expected, but he wished he could do without money altogether and pursue his art to please himself. This triple portrait did not need to be painted. He was not compelled by something deep inside to do it. Only money compelled him, and he was not satisfied that would make a good picture.
“At least they are not horse-faced spinsters,” he thought, resuming the battle with his tie. For the three Buchanan girls were very bonny, all of them, and there would be no trouble about making a pretty composition with their slender and graceful figures. He would not have to make his paint lie to pander to their vanity, but he felt it would be hard to put sufficient life into them. He had no understanding of such young women. They and their lives were as remote from his experience as the white plaster goddesses he had laboriously drawn in his first term at Art School. If they had lived on his mother’s stair and had been barmaids or factory girls he might have approached the task with more enthusiasm. He would have liked to have shown that such ordinary girls, captured while they worked or sitting about a kitchen table for instance, could have the same dignity and beauty which he was supposed to be celebrating in this picture of the Buchanan girls. That would have been an original picture but he feared there would be no place for originality here. One of them was engaged to a Duke, for God’s sake! What had all this to do with him, except that it made him want to draw the most savage caricatures?
There was a knock at the door and he could not help barking out: “Yes, what is it?” in an irritated manner which would not have disgraced Sir Walter. He was relieved to see that it was not some unfortunate servant he had shouted at, but the younger Faulkner boy.
Rory Faulkner raised his hands as if to make a gesture of retreat. “I’m sorry – is this a bad moment?”
“My fault,” said Jim. “This bloody tie.”
Rory grinned. “Oh yes, they can be damnable. The trick is not to look in the glass, you know.”
“It’s worth a try, I suppose,” said Jim and walked away from the glass. “Come in. Did you want something?”
But the young man said nothing, while Jim made another and this time successful attempt with the tie.
“Didn’t I tell you?” said Rory.
Jim went back to the glass and glowered at his reflection for a moment. How absurd this black and white evening uniform was! It seemed to have tamed even Rory Faulkner, who had struck Jim earlier as being one of the more interesting people there. Now, sitting in the window seat, he looked both respectable and solidly of his class.
“Personally,” Rory went on, “I detest evening dress. It is like those old sumptuary laws – clothes to keep people in their place. It’s a colossal waste of time and money, really. Why does one need a special suit to dine in, for God’s sake?”
“Don’t ask me,” said Jim, amused by this, “I’ve never worn one before tonight.”
“Really?” Rory seemed genuinely surprised.
He most likely imagined that no one invited to Blane could be so beyond the pale of social normality, thought Jim. “Does that shock you, Mr Faulkner?” he could not resist asking. “You’ll be more shocked by the time this evening is over, I can promise you.”
“How?”
“When I disgrace myself at table tonight. When I use the wrong tools or drink out of the finger-bowls and wipe my nose on the tablecloth.” For a moment Rory looked utterly bemused by this but then when he realised Jim was not being quite serious he snorted with amusement and said: “How did my uncle come to choose you to paint my cousins, Mr Henderson? I suspect you are rather radical for his taste.”
“I think it is a sort of joke on Sir William Grant’s part. He put my name forward because I need the money and he thinks the likes of Sir Walter Buchanan need shaking up a bit. Anyway, what makes you think I am radical? You’ve never seen any of my work.”
“Some ridiculous intuition. You don’t look like the sort of man who makes a career out of painting dead pheasants and small children. And Grant wouldn’t have recommended you if you weren’t damn good, would he?”
“He’s been very encouraging. I probably don’t deserve it.”
“It must be a honour to know him,” said Rory Faulkner. “I wish I did.” It amused Jim that this assured young man with so many advantages behind him could actually envy his acquaintance with the great man. He felt it should be the other way round, but then, it seemed, nothing was to be as expected at Blane. They were in looking-glass world now. “It must be extraordinary to know a genius,” Rory went on. “I saw his stuff at the Royal Academy this year and I was just ... oh, I can’t describe it. It’s useless to describe great paintings, isn’t it, Mr Henderson? If you could say what they said in words there would be no point in their being paintings, would there?”
He seemed to want confirmation of this and Jim nodded, impressed by this piece of insight.
“That’s what I thought,” said Rory, obviously relieved. “Only I wasn’t sure I was right. You see I don’t know anything about art – not like my brother who knows all the names and the schools and the dates. I just have this tremendous sense when I see something – you know how it is, I’m sure.”
This passionate and primitive response to art, a sort of instinctive taste, was something Jim held dear and it was pleasant to hear it advocated by someone else. So when Rory asked if he might see his sketchbook, he was happy to hand over this usually private record of his impressions. He did not worry that he might be misunderstood.
***
“These are extraordinary,” thought Rory, as he slowly turned the pages, savouring each of the sketches. He had never seen anything to match the fierce black and white vigour of them. It was a world where the harsh seemed to dance with the beautiful; where reality was caught and then transformed into something quite unreal. Some of them were like a punch in the stomach in their ridicule, others heart-stopping in their loveliness. If he had spoken lightly of painting, he regretted it. He felt he had blundered in with his own ill-formed and ill-expressed opinions and in return had been handed a book of drawings charged with more eloquence and power than a lifetime of words could express. In his astonishment he looked up and saw Jim Henderson staring out of the window, sucking peaceably on his pipe. Who might have guessed to look at him then that such a remarkable talent lurked within him?
“Well?” Jim asked, turning back to Rory.
“I hardly know what to say. It’s so... I feel I am looking at the truth. The world is like this – so contorted and wretched and yet –”
“It’s not the truth,” Jim corrected. “It’s only my truth. There is no such thing as an absolutely objective vision.”
“Yes, but I understand this. I see this, and it makes me so damn’ angry, but you’ve made that anger into something.”
“You think I’m angry, then?”
“Every right-thinking person now must be angry!” exclaimed Rory. “It is the only way the world will change, the only way to get rid of all this rottenness,” and he gestured about him. “I mean, look at this place! And yet, you’ve got it, you’ve knocked it down just by drawing it!” He pointed fiercely at the final sketch in the book which showed Lady Buchanan and his mother sitting on either side of the fireplace in the drawing room, with Sir Walter, swollen with pride, standing between them.
“You don’t mind that? That was a bit cruel, perhaps,” said Jim.
“Don’t worry, there’s no love lost between my mother and me – and I never knew my aunt and uncle before today. But that is exactly how they are!”
“They made me think of heraldic beasts supporting a shield.”
“Yes, that is it – the lion and the unicorn fighting for the crown. No need to say which is the lion, either,” he said, scrutinising the vivid little portrait of his mother. “It is remarkable the way you have caught her – it’s as if you’d known her all your life.”
“It only seems that way. It’s a caricature really, that’s all. Just an outline, with you filling in the details you already know. But I think this might stand being worked up into a full-sized painting. Yes, to be honest, I’d rather do this than your bonny cousins.”
“Why don’t you suggest it?”
“It couldn’t be done. The honesty which would be needed to make a good picture, a really worthwhile picture, would be too brutal. You aristocrats expect flattery, don’t you?”
“I’m not one of them,” protested Rory.
“You may not want to be, but you are. Your uncle made a point of showing me your ancestor, by Raeburn. It’s how he thinks I ought to paint. Raeburn always flattered his sitters.”
“Then perhaps you should paint an antidote to it! Paint me as Caliban or a mad beggar.”
“I don’t do genre,” said Henderson. Then he added, “Is that really how you see yourself?”
“Why not? It’s better than puffing myself up as a Buchanan. Besides, I’ve never felt that I belonged to all this.”
Rory wondered how he managed to be so frank to this stranger. Perhaps he was compelled to it, as if the painter’s perceptiveness went beyond the visual and went infallibly to the heart of things. Certainly his drawings suggested this. Rory did not wish to be caught being glib. It mattered to him that Jim Henderson should think him honest. He wanted respect from him far more than he wanted it from his uncle and, more than that, he wanted his friendship. It would be an education to know such a man who saw the world with such painful but admirable clarity.
“It must be the finest thing in the world to be an artist,” he said.
“You don’t paint yourself, then?” asked Jim.
“Oh no, I shouldn’t presume. In fact, there’s nothing I do that is really useful.”
“I like a man who thinks that the arts are useful.”
“Oh they are more than useful. They are essential! They are the replacement for religion, which is quite dead, wouldn’t you agree?” Jim began to laugh. “Did I say something foolish, Mr Henderson?” asked Rory, anxious now.
“No, no,” he said, smiling still, “and call me Jim, for heaven’s sake. No, it’s just that I’ve never met anyone quite so – advanced. That’s the word, isn’t it? I said I didn’t paint genre – well perhaps I should make an exception with you. I’ll paint you as a penny rocket or a comet with a fiery tail, spluttering out sparks against a dark sky? How would you like that?”
“I would, very much!” laughed Rory.
***
“I shall have to talk to him very seriously,” said Sally Faulkner. “Things can’t go on like this.”
“Mother, do you honestly think he will listen to you?” asked Louis. She twisted round in her chair and stared at him, obviously surprised by this audacious suggestion.
“I am the only person he will listen to,” she said.
“The only person Rory will listen to, Mama, is himself. You know that – we all do,” Louis went on doggedly. “You cannot hope to influence him any more. You will have to give it up.”
“Give it up!” she exclaimed. “What can you be saying, Louis? Give up now! How can you possibly think such a thing?”
“Because he is his own man. He always has been and nothing we can say will make any difference. In fact, a lecture from you might make things a great deal worse.”
His mother shook her head vehemently at that, making her jet earrings shake.
“No!” she said, fiercely. “I will not give it up. He is my son, Louis, and I cannot let him ruin his life.”
“We do not know that he is going to ruin his life, Mama,” said Louis. “Left to his own devices, he might surprise us all yet.”
“How naive you are,” she said savagely. “I hope you do not bring that sort of ill-informed judgement to your work, Louis. If Rory is left to decide what he will do, he will disgrace himself. There is no question of that. I am certain of it.”
“Just because he was an ill-disciplined child –” began Louis, but she interrupted him.
“Was? He is, still.”
“He is twenty-one.”
“He does not behave like it. He behaves like a child. You saw him this afternoon. He did it deliberately, I am sure, when he knew what it meant to me to be here. I so much wanted him to make a good impression, but of course he is such a monster of selfishness that he cannot possibly put himself out just because I might want it! No, he must always go his own way and get away with it.”
She gulped down her passion and then came over to Louis and spoke in a gentler, pleading tone. “You will talk to him, then.”
“It won’t do any good,” said Louis, reluctant to start a brawl with his brother.
“It will. He will listen to you.”
“He will know that you have sent me, Mama. It will be useless.”
“Oh Louis, my darling, you will try, won’t you? Please?” She laid an unsubtle hand on his shoulder. “If he disgraces himself, I don’t know how I shall bear it. I have had so much to bear, you know that, what with your father… another rotten apple, well, it would be too much.”
Louis moved away a little from her, annoyed that she should speak so of his father. He knew her contempt, but it still wounded him to hear it so frankly stated. As ever, she was impervious to this subtle protest on his part.
“You will?” she said, only barely concealing the note of command. “You know you must.”
“If it pleases you, Mother,” he sighed, “but –”
“Oh my dear, I knew you would see it. Dear, sensible Louis, I can always rely on you, can’t I?” She bent and kissed him. “Why don’t you go now?” she said, determined to seize the moment. “Strike while the iron is hot. Besides, I must dress. Run along, then.”
He left her, but not with the intention of finding Rory. He was not going to spoil the rest of the evening. It could wait until the morning. He wandered slowly along the broad stone gallery overlooking the great hall, indifferent to his surroundings, which in their scale resembled the governmental grandeur he saw each day at work. He did not feel out of place here, but his outward calmness belied the irritation the interview with his mother had produced. She was determined on war, as most likely was Rory, but Louis wanted peace at any cost. They might wish to tear each other to pieces, but Louis was determined it would not happen. It would be a great test of his diplomacy, but he would try.
He paused and rested his elbows on the stone parapet and looked down at the great hall, without much of what lay beneath him registering upon him. Places empty of people had little interest for him, and the hall was very empty and silent. But then, in a moment, in a streak of pink silk his cousin Leonora came running across it, her liquid skirts flowing wonderfully, a gauze pennant fluttering from her shoulders. The sight so pleased him that he called out, “Hello there!” to make her stop.
“Oh hello!” she said, looking up. “What are you doing there?”
“Contemplating.”
“I might have guessed. You are a contemplative cousin, then!” she laughed. “Will you come down?”
“How could I resist?”
She was definitely the most beautiful of the three girls. That had struck him at once upon first being presented to her. That beauty provoked a certain eagerness in him and he went running towards the grand staircase. As he came down it he was very gratified to find she had come to wait for him.
“You’ve found your way about then?” she called up.
“Yes, but it is bewildering at first.”
“Oh, I think it must be. But one soon gets used to it.”
“Yes, very soon.”
In a moment the disagreeable problems concerning his family had vanished. Her presence seemed to wash over him, soothing and charming him into a delicious state of relaxation. Sometimes with young women it was possible to feel awkward, because their own shyness and lack of confidence unbalanced one’s own, but Leonora seemed perfectly at ease. She seemed to look with a clear, frank gaze that he liked a great deal.
He knew their conversation, as they went into the library, was not profound; but how much profundity did the world need? It needed a great deal more good-humoured civility – a skill at which Leonora was obviously an able exponent. What an excellent ambassador’s wife she would make! He could not help but think that, and neither could he prevent the momentary but pleasant folly of imagining himself the ambassador. She would be an asset to any legation, even as the wife of a junior secretary. He found himself hoping he would be allowed to sit next to her at dinner.
Chapter 4
John Cameron soon realised that dinner at Blane Castle was not a meal, but a ritual. Of course, he had hardly expected rustic simplicity, but the reality of the thing greatly exceeded the normal expectations of an aristocratic dinner-table. The only occasion with which he could draw a comparison was a memorable luncheon, twenty years earlier, when he and his mother had been the guests of a Tuscan prince at his castello. He had been sixteen then, and had hardly been able to eat, so dazzled had he been in turn by the prince, by the painted ceiling, by the gold water-jugs (which were, they were assured, made by a pupil of Cellini) and then by the prince’s pretty daughter, on holiday from her convent school. But Prince Bordonolli now seemed a mere impostor, with no more idea of how to conduct a meal than a counter-jumping silk merchant from Florence. John felt that he would have been impressed with Sir Walter Buchanan and envious of his kilt and dirk and silver studded epaulettes. Neither had the prince employed a piper to circle the dining room, but he had had the compensation of a decent cook.
The food at Blane was, in fact, execrable, of the nursery style much favoured in London clubs. John had almost lived too long in France and Italy to be able to bear it, and he thanked God that his brief time at an English public school had made him equal to such sights as the two thick slices of fat boiled mutton with death-white onion sauce which he found himself facing, on an exquisite monogrammed Chinese plate. A footman, with utmost ceremony, offered collapsing floury potatoes, unfortunately not free of black spots, and peas of such a size that they would have been better displayed in little heaps in the Castle armoury. He tried to console himself with the fact that bad food often meant excellent conversation, but this seemed unlikely as the piper was not dismissed and his dirge, no doubt effective on the battlefield, did nothing to promote good talk.
He would have been inclined to be amused by it all – indeed, he would have liked nothing better than to dismiss it all with levity – but there was something about the occasion which made him deeply uneasy. This family, so fiercely proud of its name and identity, seemed not to be a family at all, but a shipwrecked collection of individuals thrown together by the forces of nature rather than by choice.
At moments both Mrs Faulkner and Lady Buchanan seemed to make the very same movements he had observed in his own unhappy wife. These women wore their dissatisfaction, their disappointment with life, their sheer boredom, as Hester did: like some expensive piece of jewellery. They seemed to point an accusatory finger at him, to tell him what he already knew, that no matter how far he ran away, he could not escape their utter misery. He had hoped in coming to Blane to find a little forgetfulness but he found only painful reminders. Damn it, I should have never have accepted this invitation, he thought. He had been so much enjoying the anonymity of the Dower House, a house that was entirely free of her, that she had never tainted with her silver knick-knacks and her caustic tongue. It had been such a pleasure to be alone and he had not thought an evening in company could destroy his benign mood. He had even begun to relish the thought of it when he had seen the eldest Buchanan girl walking, or rather floating, towards him in a trance of some sort so that he had thought for a moment his imagination had created her.
But unfortunately it had not. She was flesh and blood and sitting beside him. She had explained that in the autumn she was to be married to the Duke of Melrose, a depressing revelation, for he had met Melrose once or twice at Hester’s receptions and she seemed too good for him. In a year or two, it was easy to imagine that she would have become the perfect Duchess of Melrose and lost that sense of herself which now hung about her like a glorious mantle. Perhaps she would not lose it all; he hoped she would not grow to be like the mother whom she resembled physically. There had been something in her to make him stare as she had walked across the lawn. She had seemed then very much more than a well-brought-up girl of good family shown off to advantage in an expensive dress. There was a quality about her which astonished him by sending a prickle of excitement down his neck.
Then he realised what it was. He watched her as she got up from her seat, for the women were making their retreat to the drawing room, and knew what it was that was churning up inside him: it was a primitive, covetous expression of simple sexual desire. John had not thought he could still be touched by such a thing. He thought that it had died in him, worn out by so much ill-feeling. But it had not, and he was glad to sit down again, so rocked by its ancient power was he. He was glad she had gone and was no longer beside him to tempt him.
“Tempt me! What nonsense!” he told himself and reached thankfully for the port.
***
“What shall it be, then?” asked Isobel, taking her seat at the piano. Leonora, sorting through the piles of music on top of the piano, was conscious that she had an expectant audience. Hugh had puffed them up when he had said, “You will sing won’t you, Leo? You must hear her, chaps, she sings like an angel!” So now there was a little circle of chairs round the piano, and for the first time she felt the nerves of a performer.
It was all very well, of course, to sing for one’s brother in the privacy of the old schoolroom with a clanging accompaniment from the cottage piano, but the drawing room and cousins and strangers were quite a different matter. She wondered if she could find the necessary forgetfulness to sing really well.
Isobel smiled at her – trying to reassure her, she could tell. She was blasé about such things now. She had done her London season and had played at a moment’s notice for people far more illustrious than this gaggle of young men at Blane, but this confidence could not infect Leonora. Leonora could only think that playing the piano was an easy trick, a mechanical habit which took little courage. Singing required more nerve.
She glanced over her shoulder and saw that Louis Faulkner, who had been so pleasant to her during dinner, was smiling at her. She imagined he would have excellent taste in music and wondered what she might sing to impress him, for she had a keen desire that he should be impressed.
“What about some Mozart?” suggested Isobel.
“Yes, Mozart!” said Rory Faulkner enthusiastically. “Please let it be that.”
“All right,” assented Leonora and began to search out the aria she wanted. She handed the copy to Isobel, confident enough to do it without a score. “Mozart you shall have, Master Faulkner. Cherubino’s aria, from Figaro.”
She composed herself in front of her small audience, nodded to Isobel and they began.
For a moment her throat was tight and she feared she would strangle the notes but then the giddy loveliness of the song caught her and she was lost to everything else. Only those wonderful rushing phrases and the excited joy of the melody mattered – and it only mattered that she should sing them well. For the space of the music she became Cherubino, passionate and reckless in love. It was a world she could understand, a world which she embraced, flinging her arms wide at the climax, sensing all the pleasures of what it was to be young and alive to the possibilities of life. When she had finished, she felt the song had transformed her and she found herself facing smiling applause.
Breathless still, she laughed at their obvious delight and then suddenly Rory Faulkner was at her side.
“You are a miracle!” he exclaimed. “And you will sing again, won’t you?” This intensity coming so hard on the heels of her own elation was irresistible. She now understood how Vivien had been so bouleversé by him. He was tidal in his enthusiasm and she felt almost knocked over by it.
“I’ll make you sing every aria you can before the night is out. I am sure you can do every one – the Countess, Susanna, everyone, yes?”
“I’ll try,” she said, laughing, and she would have said more had not Mrs Faulkner come bustling up, almost forcing herself between them as if she were breaking up a fight.
“Rory,” she said briskly, “your uncle wishes to speak to you.”
“About what?” asked Rory sharply, not following as she departed.
“You’d better go,” said Leonora.
“I shall have my Mozart later then,” he said. “Do you promise?”
“Of course,” she said and watched him go, a few steps behind his mother, his hands stuffed defiantly in his pockets.
“I wonder what Papa wants?” Leonora whispered, leaning across the Piano to Isobel.
“I’ve no idea,” said Isobel. “To show him the Raeburn, perhaps.”
“Perhaps,” said Vivien, who had been turning pages, “he will lecture him on being a proper Buchanan. I hope he can stand it.”
“He’s used to Aunt Sally,” said Isobel with a vaguely wicked smile, and she struck up a lively waltz.
***
“What did our illustrious uncle want, then?” asked Louis, finding Rory already in their room. He was lying on his bed in his shirt-sleeves, his hands folded behind his head. “He took his time.”
“Yes, it was fairly bloody,” said Rory serenely. “Like Mama in trousers, in fact, except that he was wearing a kilt – well – you know what I mean.”
“I think so,” said Louis, smiling.
“I’m sure she put the old man up to it. Gave him a script, almost. It was the usual stuff, as you might imagine.”
“Yes, I know,” said Louis. “It seems your reformation is a full-scale campaign at the moment. She asked me to have a word, actually.”
At this Rory scowled briefly. “Well, thank you for your forbearance, Lou.”
“I’m impressed with your calmness,” said Louis, taking off his jacket. “I would have thought you would be spitting sparks.”
“There are compensations.”
“Such as?”
“Such as being stuck on an island with the most desirable, beautiful, intelligent, not to say stupendous, girl that I have set eyes on for at least a dozen years.”
“You shouldn’t have been looking for that long,” laughed Louis. “But I do agree, Vivien is a very attractive –”
“I don’t mean Vivien,” Rory said, sitting up. “No, very bonny though she is – how Scotch I’m sounding already. No, I’m talking about the divine Leonora. Leonora! Even the name is perfection, don’t you think?”
For a moment Louis could think of no reply.
“Oh, is she not your type, Lou?” said Rory. “Good, that leaves the field clear for me.”
“Rory, for God’s sake!” he could not help exclaiming. “Look, you don’t know she is your ‘type’ as you so elegantly put it, do you?”
“I don’t. But I intend to damn well try my luck with her. What sane man wouldn’t?”
That had been Louis’s thought entirely. Throughout dinner he had been wondering how he might capture her heart, because he had begun to sense that his own had already been taken. Then, when she had sung for them, he had been convinced. It had made him almost dizzy, but he had thought he was the only one so disturbed. It had not crossed his mind that Rory could have been touched by the same magic. He would have thought him impervious to her subtlety.
“Yes, she is splendid,” Rory went on, bounding off the bed. “I can’t wait to see what Jim Henderson makes of her portrait. It will have to be a masterpiece, with such excellent material.”
Louis did not respond but went on, rather mechanically, getting ready for bed.
“Is there something wrong, Lou?” Rory said, suddenly.
Louis stared across at his brother. It almost sickened him to think of it. Rory was too rough and coarse for Leonora. She demanded sensitivity and delicacy. Rory would crash loudly through the undergrowth, a mad dog in pursuit of a hare. That was no way to approach such a creature. But the worst of it was that Rory, wild and insistent, might well succeed. He might batter her down as he battered everyone down and he, Louis, would lose his chance of her for ever. But damn it, he was not going to let that happen.
“Aren’t you being a little hasty?” said Louis. “You only met her this afternoon. How can you know?”
“Obviously, I can’t know,” said Rory, “but I can feel, can’t I? That instinctive response to something – one should never dismiss it. That’s your trouble, Lou, you are always too rational.”
Not always, thought Louis, remembering how his guts had seemed to shake when she had sung, how deeply she had moved him.
“Goodness, what a place this is!” said Rory, standing now half-naked by the window, the moonlight washing his rugged, bony body. “And to think I didn’t want to come here!"
“Yes, it’s a strange place,” Louis could not help reflecting. “I’ve a feeling nothing will be the same by the time this summer is over.” Rory turned and looked at him.
“That’s not like you. That was your instinct speaking.”
“Ah, it’s all Scotch mist!” said Louis, dismissing it, and climbing into the large bed. “How the devil can I have fey delusions when I have to share a bed with an oaf like you for the next fortnight?”
Chapter 5
Jim Henderson set up his studio in the Orangery because he had decided to paint the sisters arranged round a large potted orange tree in a manner which he had rather sardonically described as ‘sub-Joshua Reynolds’. Isobel was placed on the left, stretching up to pick an orange, while Vivien sat in the centre, the great bronzy pot behind her, a few of the fruit tossed in her lap. Leonora he had put on the right, standing quite straight and ostensibly doing nothing. Isobel and Vivien could not help laughing at that, for it seemed so typical that she, of the three of them, should stand so statuesque and idle, wearing her favourite black and white plumed hat, her humbug-striped sash billowing picturesquely: in short, simply being her very beautiful self.
Vivien could not help admiring the way he arranged the composition. He seemed to have a clear idea in his head how he wished them to look and he put them into their poses with a certain briskness which made her remember that he was used to having charge of schoolchildren, for he earned his bread as a visiting drawing master. He demanded silence and stillness as he put his first outlines on the large canvas, and as he worked his expression was of fierce concentration, which held them in their places. Indeed, Leonora at one point was wavering badly and, noticing it, he frowned and pointed an admonitory finger, stern enough to freeze her once more. Such a thing from anyone else might have seemed rude, but it was not difficult to find humility with him. For all his lack of polish and his cheap clothes, Vivien had the sense that a group of silly girls had no right to lord it over him, whatever the advantages of their birth. He had the advantage of talent over them.
And so he worked for some measureless space, which seemed like eternity, but was probably only a little time. Then the doors burst open and their father blustered in.
“What!” exclaimed Jim Henderson, with genuine anger, and spun round to meet Sir Walter face to face. His confusion in that moment was painful, for Sir Walter expected deference when he appeared and did not look best pleased. Then, as Sir Walter stalked towards the picture, Jim suddenly dashed forward and tossed a dust sheet over the canvas. This stopped his patron in his tracks. He looked simply stupefied.
“Not until it’s finished,” said Jim, firmly.
“And why not, pray?” asked Sir Walter.
“Because that’s the way I work.” There was not a hint of apology in his voice. The sisters watched this encounter with silent fascination. No one spoke to Sir Walter like that.
“How extraordinary!” said Sir Walter. “Perhaps you have something to hide, Mr Henderson,” and he stepped forward and put out his hand as if he were about to tweak the cloth away.
“No, if you please!”
“This is really most inconvenient of you, Henderson,” said Sir Walter, as if he were a disobliging servant. “I had rather hoped my wife and I might watch you at work.”
“I’m afraid I’m not a side-show,” said Jim, adjusting the cloth to cover the canvas more completely. “I work in my own way.”
“You should try and be a little more accommodating, Henderson,” said Sir Walter, “if you are to make a name for yourself.”
“I’m not really interested in that, sir, I’m afraid. The only thing I care about is a good piece of work. That’s all that matters in the end.”
“How selfless,” said Sir Walter, unimpressed. “Well, we can only hope that you do know what you are doing. When do you expect to have something my wife and I can actually look at?”
“Three or four weeks, if all goes well – if there are no interruptions.”
“That long?” queried Sir Walter.
“Whistler takes at least six weeks, to do a single figure, I’ve heard,” Jim told him, with a casualness that suggested he was baiting Sir Walter.
“Whistler – six weeks to throw a pot of paint on a bit of canvas! How preposterous! I hope you understand, young man, that I do not want any senseless daubing in this. I want finish!”
“Finish?” repeated Jim with quiet amazement that bordered, it was clear, upon fury.
“Oh Papa, really,” said Isobel. “You really shouldn’t tell Mr Henderson his business.” This reproach, spoken very mildly, could only have been offered by Isobel. If Vivien or Leonora had said it, it would have been considered rank impertinence, but since her engagement had been announced Isobel had gained a certain liberty. According to Sir Walter’s somewhat twisted logic, a woman who was to be a Duchess had more right to be listened to than had girls only just out of the schoolroom. However, the circumstance of such a direct reproach was still enough to surprise Sir Walter.
“Isobel?” he said.
“Well, I am sure Mr Henderson would not presume to tell you how to run the estate or break in a horse,” she continued. “Would you, Mr Henderson?”
“Oh no, of course not, Miss Buchanan,” he replied.
“I suppose there is something in that,” said Sir Walter with magnanimity. “Well, carry on then, Henderson,” he finished and as he strolled out of the Orangery he gave a lordly wave of his hand to suggest that all could continue as normal.
But Jim Henderson did not start again. He ripped the cloth off the easel and stared gloomily at it for a few moments. Then he shook his head. “I think we’ll leave it there for this morning.”
It was a relief to stop posing and there was much stretching and sighing as they broke out of their positions.
“Oh, I’m sorry,” he said, watching them. “I forgot you’re not models. You’re no’ used to it.”
“Oh, we are used to being still,” said Isobel, collapsing into one of the wicker chairs. “It’s thought to be a virtue in women.”
“You were all very good,” he said.
“May I see?” asked Vivien tentatively.
“Yes, of course.”
“You are wicked, you know,” Isobel laughed. “You should have let my father see it.”
“I couldn’t – I just couldn’t.” Jim Henderson’s tone was almost agonised. “I mean, look at it – he wouldn’t understand what I’m about here.”
“No, he wouldn’t,” said Vivien, staring at the canvas. She had expected perhaps a neat sketch of them which might gradually be painted in. Instead, a mass of broadly painted lines and solid blocks of dull colour mapped out the vague shapes of the figures.
“I’m not sure this is going to work,” he said frankly.
“Were you bluffing with Papa?” said Leonora.
“A little,” he said.
“That was very sensible,” said Vivien. “Anyone would have done the same. He wouldn’t understand.”
“But you can do it, can’t you?” pressed on Leonora.
“Leo, really!” exclaimed Isobel.
“I’m afraid I’m not one of those painters who can just dash things off. I try a hundred things before I get it right. I know I can do it. But I need time. You’ll have to permit me a few false starts. All painters have them.”
“Of course,” said Leonora, “I didn’t mean to sound –”
“No, I know. It does look bad. That’s why I couldn’t let your father see it.” And he tossed the cloth back over the easel.
“I think we need to get out,” said Isobel decisively. “You’re tired, I can tell. You need some Blane fresh air, Mr Henderson. I think we should order the shooting brake this afternoon and take tea to the North Bay.”
“Oh yes, it’s just the day for that. Better than being holed up in here,” said Vivien. “We can go bathing.”
“That sounds grand,” he said, looking immensely relieved. “And thanks for understanding.”
“We want a masterpiece, Mr Henderson,” said Leonora, “so we will help you all we can.”
***
Isobel was pleased to discover that her mother did not think it was necessary that the party to the North Bay should be chaperoned. “I’m sure you and Hugh will make sure that everything is as it should be,” she had said, laying her hand on Isobel’s, to sanction her responsibility. It really was extraordinary the status that being engaged brought one – almost equal to that of being married. It was pleasant to know she was trusted at last.
There was not room for all of them in the shooting brake so Rory and Louis volunteered to ride. They made an impressive sight and Isobel could not help noticing that Vivien and Leonora were staring admiringly at them as they galloped ahead of the brake, like a pair of outriders. Isobel sat in the brake beside Hugh and Jim Henderson, wondering vaguely how she could have possibly felt so discounted the other evening. Here, crossing the rough moorland that covered the north-west portion of Blane, with a great empty blue sky above them, no one spoke of weddings.
The North Bay was an empty, wild place, with a great broad beach of pale sand, frequented only by sea birds and Buchanans. There was a small but and ben that had once been inhabited by a family of crofters but which had become a bathing hut. It made an odd changing-room with its debris of family life, the rusting range and old box bed, the wall still pasted here and there with engravings. Each time they went there, Isobel could not help wondering what had happened to the crofters who had lived there. Probably they had gone to Glasgow or to Canada. She hoped they had found better fortune and that they would not mind that their old home had fallen into such strange usage.
They had new bathing costumes that summer. Isobel had brought them up from Edinburgh in the spring when she had gone to stay with Freddy’s family. They were made out of a nice, fine serge, far lighter than their previous costumes. Their father had never seen them, and she was glad he was not there to see them now because they did look rather dashing, and Isobel hesitated for a moment before she left the hut. But Vivien and Leonora were already rushing down the beach in front of her, their huckaback bathing cloaks flying out behind them as if they were all children again. Isobel, slipping her ring from her finger and leaving it on the old deal table, decided it was ridiculous to worry about modesty and followed them from the but and ben, luxuriating in the feel of the sand beneath her bare feet.
“Come on, come on!” Hugh called out to her. “The water’s getting cold!”
“As if that water was ever warm!” she laughed, and ran down to join the others.
***
Rory decided that Leonora was a mermaid. In her blue-green bathing costume, her wet hair forming into waves that seemed to mimic the surface of the sea itself, her skin both white and rosy, she seemed to transcend any beauty he had yet observed in her. In the sea she was magical, as if she were born from it. She lay where the water lapped the shore, a pool of hair to rest her head on, while the water rushed over her, caressing her. In the sea, some distance away, the others cavorted and shouted, throwing a ball and splashing each other, but she was apart, washing herself in the salt embrace of the water.
Rory saw that her eyes were closed. He stood over her for some moments, and examined every curve of her body. The damp cloth clung to her breasts and belly – everything was visible and he felt breathless at the sight of it. He knelt down beside her and wished he might join the water in touching her so intimately.
She stirred, as if from a trance, and opened her eyes slowly. “Hello, mermaid,” he said.
She smiled at the sight of him.
“Do you always do this?” he asked.
“It’s wonderful,” she said. “You should try it.”
So he lay down beside her, almost within touching distance, and felt the water running over him. But although he felt her to be near, he could not resist seeing her, so he rolled over and propped himself on one elbow.
“What are you thinking of?” he asked, for she was staring at the sky.
“Why should I tell you?” she replied.
“No, perhaps you shouldn’t. Perhaps it isn’t for mortals to know what a mermaid thinks. Perhaps it’s dangerous,” he said and began to trace wavy lines in the damp sand which lay between them.
“Do you think I will drag you into the deep and drown you?” she asked.
“I should love to be drowned by you,” he could not resist replying.
“So you think I could drown someone? that I am wicked enough?”
“That you are powerful enough. Women are. They have magic powers over men.”
She rolled over at this and looked long and coolly at him. She did not answer but trailed an idle finger across the patterns he had made in the sand, destroying them. Unable to restrain himself, he reached out and took her hand. She did not resist, but continued to stare at him with those devastating eyes.
“You know I think you are very beautiful.”
“I know,” she said softly, smiling, and then, to his surprise, she flicked her hand free from his and reached up and touched his cheek, smearing it slightly with sand.
“Jesus…” he breathed and would have lunged forward on to her but she quickly rolled away, leaving him flat on his stomach. In a moment she was on her feet and running into the sea. He sprang up to follow her and saw her glance over her shoulder with a look which would have tempted a saint. And then she plunged into the water and began to swim away.
***
John Cameron found the shooting brake and the grazing horses, and then heard the shouting and laughter from the beach, and wondered whether he should take another path. But something held him in the sand dunes as he looked towards the cavorting figures in the sea. The liveliness of it, the sheer energy of those young people – more like animals than humans – made him think of the ancient world, despite the modern absurdity of their bathing costumes. But the young women in white trimmed with various colours had a pleasing, classical look to them, and he saw the scene carved in stone: a frieze capturing for eternity a few fleeting moments and making, by the act of recording, the insignificant, significant. How different these people looked, not at all as they had done m the pomp of evening dress. He felt he wanted their company and walked down from the dunes on to the beach.
Vivien saw him first, the stranger from the Dower House, a distant figure in a pale suit, his expression hidden by the broad brim of his hat.
“Oh, it’s Mr Cameron!” said Isobel. “We must ask him to join us for tea.”
“Tea, that sounds an excellent idea,” said Louis and ran out of the water.
“Is it too cold for you, Louis?” laughed Vivien.
“Shush,” said Isobel, but she could not help laughing. Louis laughed too.
“I wonder what made him come here?”
“Don’t you like Blane, Louis?” said Vivien teasingly.
“It just doesn’t quite seem the place for a fellow like that,” said Louis.
“He’s come to write a book,” Isobel told him.
“Oh, that explains it,” said Louis.
“A book!” Leonora was splashing. “How dull!”
“I don’t think so,” said Isobel, watching him.
***
When they had got dried and changed, they spread rugs on the sand and unpacked the large hamper. Jim Henderson sat cross-legged a little way from them and began to paint a water-colour. Vivien brought him a cup of tea and sat beside him to watch.
“Do you mind? I know you are not a side-show.”
“How can I refuse someone who’s brought me some tea?” He grasped the cup with two hands.
“A shivery bite,” said Vivien, offering a bun. “Our nanny used to call it that.”
“A very good name,” he said, taking a mouthful of bun. She watched carefully as he put on the first wash of colour. “Do you paint water-colours?” he asked.
“Oh no,” she said.
“I thought all young ladies did.”
“Not this one,” she said. “I am a photographer.”
“You are?” He was surprised. “That’s interesting.”
“You sound as if you don’t approve of it.”
“I didn’t mean to. I’ve never tried, that’s all.”
“I don’t make any claims with it,” she said, “but I think it has helped me see things.”
“Well, I can’t argue with that.” He dipped his brush into the water. “What do you photograph?”
“Everything I can. I would have brought it today, but I’m short of plates – well, money to buy plates, actually. My mother doesn’t like me spending my dress money on it. Hugh lends me a bit, but I don’t like to ask too often.”
“I’d like to see what you do,” he told her.
“You’re just being polite.”
“Why should I be?” he said. “If you believe in what you do, they’ll be worth seeing.”
“And you think I do?” she said.
He glanced at her. With her wet hair and crumpled blouse she looked waif-like. There was a hungry, intelligent expression in her eyes. Of her seriousness there seemed at that moment no doubt.
“I think you do,” he said and wondered what she would make of herself.
“I wish other people would take me seriously.” She sipped her tea.
“They should do,” he said. “All artists have the right to be taken seriously.”
“Can I think of myself as an artist?” she said.
“You can if you believe it,” he said. “If you live up to it.”
“How much I would like to be free to do that.”
“You can be, if you put your mind to it, I’m sure,” he replied. “And you are always free inside, you know that. No matter what people say.”
“What do people say?” asked Rory, joining them. He flung himself down on the sand.
“That people are not free to think their own thoughts,” said Vivien.
“If they say that they are devils,” said Rory, forthrightly. “We were just wondering, do you play cricket, Jim?”
“Aye – but it may not be your gentleman’s cricket. I used to play in the streets when I was a lad.”
“That’ll do for a beach,” said Rory. “When you’ve finished communing with the Muses, do you want to play?”
“Why not?”
“Are women allowed?” asked Vivien. “I can bowl over arm.”
“You can?” said Rory, with disbelief. “Show me,” and he tossed a tennis ball in her lap.
“Gladly, sir,” she said, getting to her feet. “I hope you are ready for this.”
They went away together and Jim had noticed the enthusiasm with which she had gone with Rory. It was a pity. He would have liked to talk some more with her. The pair of them populated his once-bare seascape and he sketched them in as she bowled and he batted. She did bowl well, and vigorously despite her awkward clothes. He could not recall ever seeing a woman of that class behave with such animation, and it made him revise his unfavourable opinions. Perhaps it was possible to feel sympathy, to understand such creatures after all. It would certainly not be difficult to find a place in his affections for someone like Vivien Buchanan.
***
Gradually they all joined the ad hoc cricket game, except Isobel and John Cameron. She was hardly surprised that he did not join in. It was not that he did not look capable. In fact, it was easy to imagine his lean, rather elegant figure engaged in some vigorous action, but she could not place him in a team. He struck her as essentially solitary, even when he was in a crowd of people, a person of detachment, a cool, intelligent observer. She had noticed this when he had dined with them and she saw it again that afternoon. She found herself beginning to be fascinated by it.
He was sitting ostensibly watching the game, but she could tell by the immobility of his stare that he was not watching it at all, and that some other, purely mental, world was passing in front of his eyes. For a moment she hesitated to disturb him but then having some instinct that his study was very grey and perhaps unwelcome, she ventured, “I hate to break into such... profundity with a trivial request, but would you like another cup of tea?”
“I wish it had been profundity,” he replied, with a slight sigh.
“Shush, you must not disillusion me,” she said brightly, reaching out and taking his cup. “I had you as a great philosopher just then, musing nobly on eternal questions.”
He smiled a little. “I’m afraid I fall very far short of your idealism. My mind was running on a very trivial course.”
“I don’t believe you,” she said. “It was metaphysical speculation at least. You looked to me as if Socrates was whispering in your ear.”
“No,” he sighed, “I was thinking of my wife.”
“Oh,” she said. She wondered for a moment if he was a widower. It would explain the melancholy and her obvious absence. But then again, would anyone describe thinking of a beloved dead wife as trivial? “Is she to join you here?” she ventured tentatively.
He shook his head. “She doesn’t like the country.”
“I’m sorry.”
“I’m not,” he said. “That’s why I came here, Miss Buchanan.” She could not help looking surprised. “I’ve shocked you, I think.”
“Well,” she began, but he held up his hand.
“My apologies. I had no right to spring that on you. You caught me at an unguarded moment.” He paused and then, reaching out and picking up a sand-coloured volume of Baudelaire that was lying on the rug, asked: “Is this yours?”
“Oh no, though I have glanced at it. It belongs to my cousin Rory.”
“How come that does not surprise me?” smiled Cameron. “What did you think of it?”
“What I’ve seen of it, I think is rather fine,” she said. “Certainly I don’t find it disgusting.”
“You’re very honest. Most women pretend to be repulsed by such things,” he said, turning over the pages.
“Fourmillant cité, cité pleine de rêves, Ou le spectre, en plein jour, raccroche le passant!” he read. “Goodness, I haven’t read this for years… How appropriate it seems though.”
He almost appeared to be talking to himself, and was staring at the page, like a person who has opened the Bible for a divination.
“Why?” she could not help saying, after what he had said earlier. “Are you haunted?”
He turned his head and stared at her, and she felt at once embarrassed for having spoken her thoughts aloud. “I think I’ve just been rather rude,” she began, but he shook his head to silence her.
“No, I brought up the subject, after all. And you are right,” he said. “It is my fault if anything. I wear my petty troubles ostentatiously.”
“Are you sure they are petty?” she said.
“They are not to me,” he conceded and put down the book of verse. He stared out again at the shoreline, his elbows resting on his knees, his hands locked together, the line of his back tense. She could not take her eyes from him, feeling his distress as if it were her own. She could not understand why. She remembered her sense of disappointment when she had last parted from Freddy. How keen that had felt, but now that seemed only a prod from a blunted blade. For some inexplicable reason she felt this stranger’s suffering like a sharp blade turning in her gut. It was as if he lay bleeding and dying in front of her. Every fibre of her longed to help him.
“Then you must speak of them,” she said hastily, “to someone ... or the burden will be impossible.”
“No,” he began to get to his feet. “I have no right. I’ve said too much already.”
She scrambled to her feet also and put out her hand to stop him going away, resting the tips of her fingers on his sleeve. “Please don’t go. I can help you. I am sure of it.”
“My dear young lady, you don’t need me, please believe that. Don’t waste your sweet concern on those who do not deserve it. It will only complicate things,” and he walked away from her.
Half of her wanted to rush after him; that wild, foolish half of her which made her restless and discontented, the half which questioned everything. She knew, as she watched him walk away, that she had not been moved by simple pity. It was not selfless devotion to human misery which had caused that strange rush of feeling. No, it was far more complicated. Something dangerous and impossible was at work, something which should be suppressed at all costs.
She folded her arms and bit at her lip, racked with anxiety at this strange sudden change in her. The world was upside-down.
“Bel, what is going on?” Hugh was suddenly beside her. “You look as though you have just seen a ghost.”
She turned to him, hoping to find some comfort, to see some shred of normality in his familiar face. But instead she saw him as if through the wrong end of a telescope; he seemed distant and quite insignificant.
Chapter 6
The Dower House was a long, low, white-harled building of the eighteenth century, set in an old-fashioned and secluded garden. A building more unlike the Castle could not be imagined. It had no pretence to be anything but a plain, only slightly charming house.
John had been very pleased with it when he had first come. He had been readily able to forgive the occasional lapses the furnishings made into Highland absurdity, finding the chairs with stags’ feet and the tartan carpets amusing rather than infuriating. He might have been disappointed, even, not to have found them. In the room which Mrs Rossie called the morning-room and which he had mentally designated as his study, there was nothing remotely Scotch except the tablet-back chairs and an engraving of Wilkie’s The Penny Wedding hanging above the polished black slate fireplace. It had the pleasant anonymity of the best rented rooms and John had passed most of his time there, making the central round table with its red baize cover his desk and arranging his own books and clutter about him, quickly stamping his personality on the place, as inveterate travellers always contrive to do. With windows facing west and south, it caught the sun all day, and when he was not out walking he would sit with the windows thrown up. When it rained, which it did with fierce and depressing regularity, there was a peat fire at his back to comfort him. All this should have combined to make him tranquil. Indeed, at first, it had, but since that afternoon on the beach, he had found little peace there.
It was raining now. There had been almost a week of it, which had made him long for the unblemished heat of Tuscany. The very dampness of it made him restless and, instead of staring at his books, he stood at the window watching the rain sheet down, indulging every black thought.
He had had a letter from her that morning:
“How can you possibly suggest such a thing? Your vindictiveness is terrifying to me, John. I had not believed you could be so cruel. It is enough for me to have to explain away your absence. I am always making excuses for you to our friends. How can you possibly go on like this, let alone suggest that we make this separation a legal fact? Do you wish to torture me, to ruin me, to cut me off from everything and everyone that I care for? You do not wish me to have a decent life. You will not be content until you have utterly embarrassed me, will you? You speak of wanting your freedom. That is impossible – you know that. At least I have the comfort of knowing that you are too much of a coward to divorce me – and you may as well know now, I will not take any steps to divorce you. I wish to continue, in some part, to live the life which I expected I should live when we married. I will not be ruined by your own perversity. There are other people who have to face our difficulties but they do not make public property of them. Your vulgarity in this is incredible to me. If you were an Englishman you would not even have contemplated such a course of action. I hear that Freddy Melrose will be staying at Blane Castle – I wonder what he will make of your behaviour? I have told Milly Scott that we will be at Homburg as usual directly the season is over. If you disappoint me there, I do not know what I shall do.”
“I will not go to Homburg! Never again!” he had said aloud and would have thrown the letter down had not a sinister postscript caught his eye.
“Your bankers are being difficult again. I advise you to speak to them.”
On reflection it had perhaps been foolish to instruct them to put a ceiling on what she could draw. He had not done it for reasons of economy but in a vindictive spirit. He had hoped to wound her by denying her the very thing she most loved, but it had been a blunder. It had only given her another weapon. He could quite imagine what she would say to her cronies about it: “He wants me to starve, the brute!” Of course, only Hester could manage to starve on three thousand pounds a year.
He had not yet written a reply but he hardly trusted himself to do it. It would only be a savage return salvo that would achieve nothing except a moment of release for his anger. And that anger was pointless. It did not extricate him. She would not release him, no matter how much he might howl in his chains. Perhaps the best thing would be not to reply at all, and lapse into a silence with her, as if somehow silence might breed forgetfulness.
He stared into the rain again and decided he was sick of confinement. The thought of going out into it tempted him. It looked cold and cleansing and walking through a rainstorm, pushing himself into deliberate physical distraction, would have to be preferable to raging on alone. A walk in the rain might purge away his anger.
Like an impulsive boy he rushed out into it, with neither hat nor overcoat. It was not long before he was soaked to the skin, but it did not seem to matter. There was exhilaration in this triumphant onslaught of nature, and he turned his face up to the sky to catch the full force of it. In that moment he regretted nothing in his life, because life seemed again to be possible. He had forgotten how to feel like this. He had been so preoccupied in licking his wounds and in cursing the world, he had forgotten the ecstasy of simple things. She could not and would not follow him into the heart of a rainstorm. Here at last he was free and himself again.
He was in the Castle grounds now, in the vast groves of rhododendrons which that morning had the look of a virgin paradise. He felt he was the first person ever to set foot there among branches laden with impossible blossoms. But a twist in the path showed that he was not. He turned and saw standing, beneath the canopy of a horse chestnut, Isobel Buchanan. Her arms were stretched about the tree trunk, as if it were her lover. And he saw at once that she was crying bitterly.
They stared at each other. He felt he ought to speak but could not. He was silenced by her beauty, by the raw emotion on her face. It was as if she stood naked before him, instead of covered by damp muslin. He felt naked himself, as if she could see straight into the heart of him. He felt like Adam seeing Eve for the first time.
***
The rain hung between them like a grey veil of unrealised possibilities. For, to see him then, to have had him discover her there at that moment, seemed to Isobel, even then, significant. He had caught her at the rawest, most painful moment when she had been lost in the depths of unmentionable feelings: those feelings which she could not admit to anyone, which she could only acknowledge herself in absolute solitude. If anyone else had found her then she would have been ashamed and embarrassed. She supposed she should feel that now, for he was little more than a stranger. But she did not. Instead, she knew that he, in being there, was like her.
“I like walking in the rain,” she said flatly.
“Then why are you crying?”
She did not resent the question.
“Because I don’t want to go away,” she said. Ineffectually she wiped her hand across her soaking face. “I can’t bear the thought of going away, of not belonging any more.”
He nodded, and she read the understanding in his face, an understanding which she knew she could not hope for from Freddy. Freddy would be appalled to see her now. He would not see the painful beauty of those gardens in the rain.
“Do you want me to leave?” he said.
“No,” she said, managing to smile. “Sometimes one can have too much solitude.”
“It can be a drug,” he agreed. “One indulges so much – and then it’s a hollow thing with no comfort. To talk then, that’s the comfort. You see, I did listen to what you said on the beach. It was excellent advice.”
“Then we find each other at just the right moment,” she said.
“I think so,” he said, and then threw back his head and laughed. “Good God! What is this? Look at us – are we madmen? Normal people do not do such things.” And he spread out his hands to catch the rain and then rubbed his face with them, still laughing.
“I shouldn’t want it any other way,” she said, with sudden conviction. “This is right. This is how life should be.”
“Yes,” he agreed. “One ought to suspend the rules from time to time.”
“Because the rules distract one from what is right. Because they make us behave without thinking, always doing for others and never for oneself!” She spoke with vehemence. The deep discontent of which she had never been able to rid herself bubbled up and she pulled her arms about her to steady herself. She found she was shaking with cold and anger.
In a moment he had come close to her and she stared up into his eyes, helpless suddenly in her absolute confusion.
“If you have any doubts,” he said in a low voice, “don’t do it.”
“You mean don’t m-m-m-” She could not even manage to pronounce the word. It stuck on her tongue like a scold’s bridle.
He nodded slowly and said, “I speak from bitter experience. There are few miseries to equal an unhappy marriage.”
She gulped, startled by his frankness, shocked by the shadow of pain on his face. But he had spoken a truth which she had never dared to. The relief to hear it was tremendous. She found she was crying again.
“I’m afraid that my own feelings have coloured my reading of your situation,” he said.
“No,” she said. “I needed to be warned. When one is involved with a man like Freddy, no one thinks of warning, do they? No, they are always pushing at one to do what they want. But you have warned me! You’re the only one, the only person to see, to understand!” and she put out her hands to him, wanting him to take them.
“I was pushed into it,” he said after a moment. “Everyone thought it would be a splendid thing, that she was the perfect wife for me. And I was an irresistible prize for her. She threw herself at me, dazzled me, hoodwinked me until I believed that I loved her. I didn’t listen to myself, though. I couldn’t see how I was deceiving myself. When a lovely young woman throws herself at you, and you are a vain young man with too much money for your own good, it is impossible to resist such self-deceit.”
His words echoed so much that had happened to her. After that first ball, when Freddy had asked her to dance four times and had sent a bouquet the next morning, she had heard her mother say, “This will please your father. It is just the sort of match we want.” In short, she had been told to fall in love with him and she had done it quite to order. “Oh no!” she said, suddenly terrified. The thought of her parents’ displeasure, their disgust at her throwing him over, was dreadful to her. She would disappoint so many people if she did not marry Freddy.
“I don’t think I can get out of it,” she said. “You did the right thing, after all, the expected thing, didn’t you? How can you even suggest it, Mr Cameron? Can’t you see it is impossible!” She threw her anger back at him.
“I shouldn’t have said anything,” he said, turning away from her a little.
“No,” she said grimly, “you should not. I’m awake now and I shall never go back to sleep.”
“Sleep?” he repeated, turning back. “Is sleep what you want?” There was a touch of disgust in his voice. “I should have thought that was the last thing you wanted. I took you for a person who wanted to feel, to breathe, to live properly. That is why I warned you.”
“I don’t know. I want to do the right thing.”
“For you, or for your people? That’s the question, isn’t it?”
“A woman is made for sacrifice,” she said. “A true woman always puts others’ happiness first –” “You don’t believe that, do you?” he cut in sharply. “You cannot fool me. I’ve seen you, Isobel Buchanan, seen into you and having seen that I won’t let you give yourself up to martyrdom. Martyrdom revolts me! I tried it myself and it is poison.”
“And what should I do then? Break with him, and live here with their resentment? You don’t know what they are like. At least with Freddy I would have a life of my own.”
“A miserable life, yes, a slave’s life, for all that money. He’ll kill you with child-bearing. You wouldn’t be free, not here,” and he tapped his chest, “and certainly not here,” and he pointed to his forehead. “You know that, Isobel. You knew that when you were crying against that tree.”
“But there’s no answer, is there?” she cried out. “For all these words, there’s no real answer. I can’t move. They’ve trapped me!”
She saw his angry resolution fade. His expression became bleak and despairing. He seemed to stoop slightly as if she had just laid a great burden upon his shoulders.
“The dreadful thing is,” he said, “that you are right.” He reached out and caressed her cheek for a moment with cold, wet fingers. “I’m sorry, so very sorry,” he said, and took away his hand. He turned and began to walk away.
“No, Mr Cameron!” she called out through her tears. “It is better like this, the truth is always better, no matter how much pain it causes. Always the truth, always!”
He turned and stared and she saw in his face something she would never forget; a look which laid his very soul at her feet.
***
What had happened? How had it happened? What on earth could she have been thinking of? Shivering in her dressing-gown, Isobel could not make sense of it. As she unwound her tangled, damp hair, she attempted to unravel those minutes in the garden, but it was useless. She did not understand herself, her utter recklessness. It was as if it had been a different Isobel, not the sensible dutiful girl who was going to marry Freddy Melrose, but a wild, emotional creature who wept and quarrelled with strange men. It was quite inexplicable.
She buried her head in a towel and rubbed her hair with some violence, as if she were trying to rub out the recollection of what had happened. But she knew it was impossible. That time had been branded on to her heart and could never be forgotten.
The door opened and she looked up to see Lady Buchanan standing in the doorway.
“Isobel here you are! I’ve been looking for you everywhere. Miss Pierce is here about the trousseau – how can you have forgotten? What have you been doing?” she added, catching sight of the heap of damp muslin on the floor. “Isobel?”
“I got caught in the rain,” she said lamely.
“It’s been raining all morning,” said Lady Buchanan. “That dress looks quite ruined. What on earth did you go out for? You knew Miss Pierce was coming. Goodness, Isobel, you know that a trousseau doesn’t assemble itself.”
“I know, Mama,” she said. “I’ll be down directly.”
“I trust so, you silly girl. Do you want to be carried off by a chill before your wedding, Isobel? Make sure you put something warm on.” She left, shaking her head.
“Oh yes,” thought Isobel, bitterly, “why not let me die? That would solve it, wouldn’t it?” But she did not curse herself with any seriousness. The blood in her veins was now running too warmly for that and it was not simply the truth that had caused it. She touched her cheek where his cool fingers had caressed it and sank back into her chair, her wet hair falling damply upon her shoulders.
Chapter 7
“Does it ever stop raining here?” asked Rory.
Leonora put down her embroidery hoop and looked up at him. He was standing on the wooden seat in the window embrasure, his arms outstretched, his palms pressed despairingly against the glass. He made a bony black silhouette against the grey light of the day.
“This has been a good summer, as summers on Blane go,” said Hugh, without taking his eyes from the salmon fly he was patiently tying.
“Fine weather for fish, you mean,” said Rory.
“Exactly,” said Hugh and Louis, who had buried his head in a Mandarin Chinese grammar, laughed at that.
“Will you get out of my light, Rory?” asked Jim Henderson. He was sketching Vivien’s head. “Some of us have to work, you know.”
“Hear, hear,” said Louis. “Haven’t you anything better to do, Rory, for heaven’s sake?”
“I need some exercise,” said Rory, coming down from the window seat. He threw himself down beside Leonora on the sofa and reached out and took up her sewing. “Goodness, Leo, how can you do such fine stuff? You’ll ruin your eyes.”
“I’m used to it,” she said, taking it back from him. As she did, he caught her wrist with two strong fingers and his thumb and she had to wrestle to get free. “Let me go!” she laughed, and would have enjoyed a playful struggle with him. But she noticed that Louis was frowning at them. “Is he frowning at me or at Rory?” she wondered. Perhaps Rory saw the frown, too, for in a moment he released her. He fell back on to the cushions, gazing irritably at the ceiling and exclaiming: “Isn’t there something more interesting that we could do than sit in this dismal room until the end of time?”
“What about those badminton racquets we used to have?” said Hugh. “They must be in the press somewhere.”
Leonora got up and went to the large wall press in the corner. She found Rory had followed her, like a dog eager for a game.
“Every house should have a cupboard like this,” he said, seeing its contents. “Why, you have your whole lives in here! Whose was the ship then?”
“Mine,” said Hugh, “until Vivien broke it.”
“That was an accident,” she said hotly, as if the accusation still rankled.
“Keep still!” said Jim.
“You’re a torturer,” said Rory. “Oh, look at this Lou! We had one of these, didn’t we?” He was pulling out a battered box containing a wooden map of the counties of England. “I bet you’ve lost Rutland.”
“I haven’t looked in here for ages,” said Leonora, gazing at the accumulated clutter of their childhood. “Ah, there we are,” and she dived in and grabbed the racquets and a well-battered shuttlecock. “Goodness, they look as though they have been through the wars. There used to be a net, didn’t there?”
“Oh, the worms will have eaten that by now,” said Hugh.
Rory had taken up one of the racquets and was handling it in a competent, confident way which it did not strictly merit.
“They’re not up to much, I’m afraid.”
“Doesn’t matter. Who’s for a game?”
“I wouldn’t mind,” said Vivien tentatively, with a pleading look at Jim. “I won’t be long now,” he said.
“Then you can come and join us when you’re done,” Rory told him, tossing up the shuttlecock and catching it. “That will give us a chance to practise, won’t it, Leo?”
She knew she had been press-ganged but it did not bother her. She liked the self-confident way Rory would often dominate a situation, capturing all with his irresistible energy. And the prospect of playing a silly active game with him in the dull hours before luncheon was far more agreeable than sitting in the old schoolroom, picking at a piece of embroidery.
They walked down the passage to the great hall, swinging their racquets.
“How shall we start?” he asked. “Best of twenty-one?”
“Goodness,” she laughed. “We never used to score.”
“You must have been a peaceable lot. Louis and I always had to have a clear winner or –”
“Or what?”
“We would probably have come to blows. Well, more accurately, I would have done – and then Louis would have been obliged to whack me back for being an insolent younger brother.”
“Did you fight a lot?”
“Incessantly – over everything. I suppose I could never stomach being younger and more stupid than he is. I can’t really now, to be honest. His life is so sickeningly well organised, isn’t it? But who cares?” he said. “You mustn’t let me get on to that particular hobby-horse. Let’s play. You can serve.”
“Can we practise a little first? It’s been such a long time since I’ve done this.,
“Of course,” he said, moving so that he stood some twenty-five feet away. “When you’re ready.”
In fact she had to wait for him, as he insisted on taking off his coat. He then stood anticipating her serve, slightly crouched, the racquet held in both hands in front of him.
“I’m not like Viv, you know,” she said. “I don’t bowl overarm.”
“I’m sure you’ll play beautifully, whatever.”
She hit up the shuttlecock and it travelled in a glorious arc, following, it seemed for a moment, the curve of the Norman vaults. He returned it elegantly with a sweep of his arm and she saw that he was more handsome in motion than in stillness.
The volley continued for some time, both of them co-operating to keep it flying. She watched as he ran back to catch a difficult backhand and the shuttlecock sailed over to her. She hit it back with an upward movement of her racquet so that it flew higher than it had yet done. Rory had to jump up to get it and he hit with tremendous force and speed. Suddenly the shuttlecock was no longer borne gently along by other forces but moved with the quickness of a bullet with intent to do damage. She leapt into action, determined it would not reach the ground. However, she was too late. It shot past her extended right arm but she could not stop her body moving to resist it. Her leather soles lost their grip on the polished floor and suddenly the balayeuse on her hem (which she had suspected of being loose) committed an act of treachery, caught in an already unsteady heel and sent her crashing to the floor.
He was with her in an instant, his arms around her, holding her with a gentleness she had hardly expected from him. “Are you all right?”
“I think so. These shoes –” she managed to say. She was breathless from the fall. “My ankle hurts a bit.”
“You’ve probably twisted it,” he said. “That was quite a tumble, you know.” He brushed a lock of hair which had come loose away from her face, but he did not take away his hand but left it there, pressed against the side of her face as if he were supporting her head, as his other arm held up her shoulders. Suddenly she was glad of this support, not because she was weak from the fall but because the very nearness of him excited her beyond any imagining. They were entwined and she did not want him to let go.
Then he came forward a fraction and his lips were pressed to hers. “Is that better?” he said.
She could only nod, annihilated by that first kiss, but she did reach out and touch that rough sandy hair of his. She pushed her fingers into it, feeling all the time the pressure of his own fingertips on her temple. His face, which had been a model of compassion, flooded with an eagerness she quite understood. She found she was smiling too. She stretched up that tiny distance between them and returned his kiss.
In the ruby light of the paraffin lantern Vivien looked supernatural, like some beautiful warlock intent on a spell with her bottles and potions. Her hair fell in striking wisps against her temples and her expression was a mask of concentration as she filled up white earthenware trays with carefully measured chemicals. Jim Henderson, perched on a stool in the corner, wished he could paint the scene. The total elimination of white light in that darkroom made for extraordinary effects, turning the prosaic science of photography into magic.
“This is an impressive kit you’ve got here,” he remarked.
“Hugh had it fitted out but he lost interest, which is lucky for me. I couldn’t possibly have afforded all this.”
“Are you ready to develop yet?”
“Just about,” she said. “But it won’t be very interesting. They’ll only be negative plates at first.”
“I like the idea of seeing a negative. The reverse of something seems significant, somehow,” he said, watching as she carefully took out from a canvas cover a small piece of glass in a wooden frame.
“This is a quarter plate,” she explained. “I think it’s the one I took of Rory.”
She lowered it into the first tray and began to tilt the sides so the liquid rippled gently over it.
“Hydroquinone,” she said. “You’ll see the image in a moment or two.” They both peered into the tray. “Oh, I hope I haven’t over-exposed this one!” she said, earnestly.
She obviously wanted his picture quite badly. It was hardly surprising Jim had noticed the way she looked at Rory. Rory’s charm was hard to resist after all, but Jim wished it had not bitten quite so deeply into Vivien. She was not to know that Rory was not interested (Jim knew this for a fact) and neither could she have known that he liked her, liked her very much.
Rory’s profile swam into view, instantly recognisable despite the reverse of black and white.
“Ah…” she said, with satisfaction, and Jim could not help looking at her instead of at the tray: at her skin which in that wonderful red glow seemed to invite the touch more than usual; at her small, neatly formed ear which with its attractive curling lines made him want to devote a whole oil study to it (he had never realised the charm of the human ear before that moment); and lastly, at her eyebrows, which were thick without being clumsy and which seemed to contain a mysterious quantity of character. Then, with the leisure of the connoisseur he appreciated her profile, wishing he might run his finger along it from the high space of her forehead along the small ridge of that wonderful, slightly upturned nose and then over her lips which, he noticed, were slightly moist for she licked them occasionally as she worked.
He knew that if this had been a different place and she a different sort of girl, he would not have hesitated to take her in his arms and kiss her. Of course he wanted to, badly he wanted to, but the thought of it frightened him. It was not because he was afraid of being a presumptuous upstart who could not be permitted to touch, let alone kiss, a Miss Buchanan. No, it was not that which held him back. He was afraid rather of destroying his image of her with a kiss. He did not want her to lose that separateness by forcing physical intimacy upon her. For him she was a thing apart, who evoked desire with her independence. But it was a desire which could not be satisfied. To get too close was to destroy the very thing which drew him. He did not want her to be an ordinary woman with ordinary susceptibilities – and he was glad then, almost unkindly so, that Rory would not want her. She was too good for him. For all his gloriousness, in some respects he was a lout beside her. It was better she kept apart. Longing for Rory was better for her art than getting him. And it is better for me to long than to have her, he told himself sternly as their elbows touched when she moved the plate from one tray to another.
“There, that’s a quicker portrait than you could manage,” she said.
“Probably the only one you will ever get of him. He would never sit still long enough for a sketch,” he said.
“Perhaps you should paint still-lifes.”
“I didn’t keep you that long the other day.”
“It was over two hours. I timed you. That was longer than Isobel or Leonora.”
“Because they sat still,” he said. Naturally he was not going to admit that he had not been making a simple preparatory sketch as he had done with her sisters. He had begun with that intention but, as he had begun to lay out the basic lines on the paper and really observe her face, it had been impossible to remain detached. That detailed drawing was his substitute for an embrace, and he was detached enough to think it a very good one.
“There,” she said, taking the plate out of the last dish of solution. She held it up against the light. “Rather good, if I say so myself.”
Jim took it and studied it. It certainly was a very striking image. She had posed him in strict profile, which brought out every crag and contour of that uncompromising face, and she had banished the boyish smile which often softened his expression. Instead he stared gravely forward as if he had been carved from a block of the blackest jet.
“He looks almost satanic in negative like that.”
‘The devil himself" she said with triumph. “Oh, I can’t wait to take a print of this.”
She took another wooden cover from the shelf and slid a piece of paper into it. Then she put the glass negative in front and snapped a lid over it.
“A minute ought to do it on a day like this,” she said, glancing at her watch. She went to the muffled window and pulled open a portion of the shutter to expose a pane of glowing canary glass. A shaft of intense golden light cut through the room, making a nimbus round her hair.
Damn your reservations, Jim, he thought, as he watched her offer up Rory Faulkner’s image like a sacrifice to the sun god with reverent, careful hands.
Later, in the garden, the pleasure that this picture had brought Vivien evaporated. It was all very well to capture him for a moment on a glass plate but the conquest was illusory. There was nothing she could do to hold him still, to engage his interest – unlike Leo.
Rory was reading to her now; Vivien could not quite hear what and she did not want to go any closer. They lay on a rug on the lawn, making a pool of their bodies: Leonora on her back, her face shaded by a parasol, while he was on his stomach, one foot kicking in the air. Their intimacy was painfully obvious. “Trust Leo and all her ridiculous beauty,” she thought savagely.
She turned away, knowing that she should not look and that it would only hurt her more to do so. She was facing the house now and it stretched up ahead of her with its usual massive insensitiveness. How ugly it was, as he was, in truth, and yet how annoyingly it gripped her with the sheer force of its granite character. There was as much hope of that bulk of stone embracing her with charming affection as Rory Faulkner. It was a lost cause, while Leonora lay languidly, smiled and laughed that pretty silly laugh of hers.
Isobel was standing on the terrace, a basket on her arm. Vivien, anxious for any distraction, ran up to her.
“I hope Mama doesn’t see that,” said Isobel. “And don’t let it upset you, Viv.”
“Who said I was upset?”
“I saw you staring like that. And I know that thundery look of yours.”
“He’d never see anything,” said Vivien ruefully, “except Leo.”
“If you were indifferent he might.”
“I don’t think so,” said Vivien. “What have you got in there?” she added, indicating the basket.
“Just a few things for Rossie at the Dower House. MacVey said she was a little under the weather.”
“Shall I come with you?” asked Vivien.
“You hate that sort of thing,” said Isobel with amusement.
“I haven’t anything better to do.”
“You mean you can’t bear to stay here. Why don’t you go and talk to Hugh? He’s going up to the loch.”
It was not such a bad suggestion. An afternoon casting for salmon in the loch was a better idea than torturing herself with the sight of other people’s romantic idylls.
“You’d better be quick,” warned Isobel. “Mama was muttering something about bridesmaids’ dresses a few minutes ago.”
“Then the loch it is.”
Of course Isobel was not really going to see Mrs Rossie. She knew that quite plainly and she did not bother to lie to herself about it. She was going to see John Cameron.
It had taken her some time to reach this momentous decision, but it had become clear that in reality she had no choice about whether to see him or not. Something was telling her with overwhelming insistence that she must see him, that she could not go on, could not take one step forward without talking again with him. She needed to see him, perhaps as the drunkard needed the whisky bottle. For there was something fevered about it, something destructively reckless.
As she made her way along the winding woodland walk towards the Dower House, she understood that she had changed, that she was no longer the dutiful Isobel but a creature who had awoken at last in a strange, transformed landscape, full of danger but as full of beauty. Nothing could stop her from exploring it.
The Dower House lay still and silent in the brightness of the midday light. Its garden, which she crossed, blazed with tropical colour, turning common snapdragons and wallflowers into fiery exotics. Nothing was quite ordinary.
She saw the open windows to the morning-room, the interior veiled from immediate sight by long pieces of muslin. As she approached she could see he was in there, sitting with his back to her, his shirt back pale and loose, his hand reaching up to scratch his neck. She stood for some moments enjoying this intimate sight of him, not the least afraid of being thought an intruder. She heard him sigh and then stretch out his arms, so that the bones cracked.
She put out her hand, and pushed away the curtain.
“Hello,” she said, softly.
She saw him start and then he turned. At once he jumped from his chair, and she saw his face, saw the absolute pleasure in it. It was like the mirror of her own heart. He came forward a step, and then froze, as if held there by her own intense gaze.
“Don’t send me away,” she said.
“I couldn’t do that. Not any more.”
He was coming forward, and putting out his hands to her. “Will you come in?”
She put her hands in his and stepped up on to the window ledge. For a moment she wavered there, unsure on one foot, but his arms were soon round her waist and he was lifting her in. He did not put her down but swung her round a half-turn, and she could not help putting her arms around his shoulders. It was impossible not to laugh but as he gently put her down, and their faces met, when their lips were within whispering distance of each other, she felt the gaiety of the moment vanish. She felt the desire for him, which had so obsessed her of late, assault her, yet with his very closeness came a dreadful sense of fear. She could see it in his face too, and when her feet again touched the ground she knew that reality had returned. Whatever they might feel, their hands were tied.
“Let’s go for a walk,” he said, stuffing his hands into his pockets. “We need some fresh air.”
She went back to the window and fetched in the basket which she had put down, trying hard not to feel disappointed at the return of normality.
“I brought these peaches for Mrs Rossie,” she said, “but we could take some with us.”
She lifted up the checked napkin and took out four of the peaches and put them on the table. He watched intently as she performed this little domestic duty.
“I wish to God I could live with you,” he said suddenly.
She could not help nodding her own agreement, quite unconsciously; she found herself looking up at him, startled by her own instinctive response.
“I shouldn’t have said that,” he said.
“Why do you always regret what you say?” she asked.
“I have never spoken as frankly in my life as I do to you,” he said. “It is like talking to myself. I forget.”
She steadied herself by leaning on the table. “Oh, what is happening, what is happening?” she cried out. “I don’t understand myself any more!”
“It’s beyond understanding. It is only happening,” he said. “And I suspect that all our best intentions cannot prevent it.”
“Are we meant to be wicked?” she said, feeling the tears starting in her eyes. “Are we destined to it? Is there no possibility that we can redeem ourselves? Do we have to do wrong?”
“Do you think you are wrong to be here now?”
“I try to tell myself that I am,” she said. “But I won’t listen any more. There’s only one voice chanting in my head.”
“Yes, I know that voice,” he said. “We seem to have possessed each other, like succubi, through no will of our own.”
“Or it is our absolute will, the one we can’t ignore?”
“So you don’t really think we are damned for feeling this?”
“I don’t know anything except –”
“Except?” he said, stepping forward, but she had no words to answer, only her outstretched hands. He took them in his and bent over them to kiss them. She had the sense then that he was laying his destiny at her feet, that he was hers for eternity.
“How has this happened?” she asked.
“How can we know?” he replied. “But we should thank the gods for it. Not your dour, unforgiving God, but those ancient spirits of possibility.”
‘He isn’t my God,” she said decisively, and bent to kiss his hands. But he would not let her make this act of submission.
“We’ll have no God and no master,” he told her, lifting her chin so that she looked into his eyes. “I can’t give you anything, Isobel, anything at all, except my love.”
‘That is enough. That is all I want. I don’t want wedding bands and titles, you know that. I want to be awake and loved by you. That’s enough. And I shan’t marry Freddy, but I’ll wait, as long as it takes, until I can have you. I don’t care what they say.”
“I might never be free.”
“That doesn’t matter,” she said. “We’ll be free in here, and in here,” and she repeated his gesture of the other morning, tapping her chest and forehead. “That is what matters, isn’t it?”
Suddenly he pulled her into his arms and held her with fierce strength.
“I wish I never had to let you go,” he said. “It will be worse than dying to let you go. At least death is unconscious . . .”
“You won’t let me go. I leave myself, my true self, with you,” Isobel vowed. “And I shall take you with me. We will exchange our souls.”
“But you will suffer – for all your bravery you will suffer. And it will be my fault.”
“There’ll be glory in it, for all the pain. It will be better than any Christian martyrdom!”
He began to kiss her, with rough, feverish kisses that had more despair in them than joy. But she was glad of them. They were like drops of water in a desert, the only comfort she could hope for.
Later they lay in the heather, silent but close to each other, their hands and faces stained with the juice of the peaches. Above them the sky stretched its pale blue canopy. It was a moment of deceptive serenity.
He reached out and took her hand. “We have certainly lost our heads.”
“Yes,” she said, and smiled. “I’m glad that we did. For all this. It seems made for us, doesn’t it?”
Walking out to the moor with him had banished any last doubts for her. In the clear, bright air, she forgot to be afraid and to live only for the moment, delighted with the gentle companionship she had suddenly found with him. There was a comfortable ease in their walking together, as if they had walked together for many years. Their steps seemed to match and everything they said matched also, as if they were reciting the same text. It was the strangest, most wonderful thing, and not all the bitter, gloomy thoughts of their difficulties could spoil the ecstasy of it.
And then they had thrown themselves on to the springy bed of the sweet-scented heather and gorged themselves on peaches, like children. They had laughed until exhaustion at themselves, and now lay in amicable silence. It was not that they had nothing to say to each other. No, it was that words were almost unnecessary. Their hearts lay open to each other.
She sat up slowly and looked at the spread of the land in front of them, the land she so much loved, and yet which was that day unfamiliar, as if freshly made, especially for their lovers’ eyes. She shook her head at it, still faint with incredulity at the absolute beauty of the moment, at her own extraordinary happiness. She did not think she had ever felt so strong in her life before. But she also sensed that she would need that strength.
“I want to keep this moment for ever,” she said. “Fixed in crystal in my mind, in the heart of me.”
She glanced down at her hand, at the opulent diamond still on her ring finger.
“How vulgar this looks,” she said, twisting it off. “I shouldn’t wear it any longer, should I?”
“When will you tell him?”
“When he comes for the Gathering, next week. A letter seems a bit cowardly.”
“Yes, better to tell him to his face. Will you tell him why?”
“No,” she replied. “I think I’d better not. I don’t want them to know. I don’t want them to stop me seeing you. It’s underhand, I know –”
“It’s necessary, unfortunately,” he said, putting his arm about her shoulders. “Reality has to be faced at some point.”
“I wish it didn’t have to be,” she said, “but –” He held her in his arms now, and she rested her head against his chest. Gently, he laid her back on the heather and kissed her. It seemed the whole of his body pressed softly against her and she felt weak with longing, with a desperation that it should not stop at kisses, that they should be as man and wife in intimacy. She could see that in his eyes too, and feel it in the urgency of his lips. She felt his hands begin to caress her, brushing across her breasts. She would have let him do anything to her then. But he broke away suddenly, and left her lying there, suspended in the web of her own desire. He moved a little away from her, but she could still hear the heaviness of his breathing, as he struggled to control himself. She wanted to shout out, “No, no, don’t stop!” but in the depths of her, she understood that it was better to break there. Any more intimacy and separation would have been impossible.
“I ought to get back, I suppose,” she said, struggling to her knees. He nodded, without turning to look at her. “I shall be in trouble if I don’t,” she went on.
“Yes, yes, you had better.” Still he did not look at her, but sat, his elbows resting on bent knees, his forehead pressed against knotted fingers. She could not help sighing at the sight of him, and it made him turn suddenly to her.
“Oh, my darling!” he said. “What have we done?”
“I don’t know. What is going to happen to us, John?”
“I wish I knew. But there again, perhaps it is better we don’t. They say that to know the future is dangerous.”
She nodded frantically, choking back her tears. She got to her feet, but she felt unsteady on them, as if she had drunk a great deal.
“Go on,” he said. “I don’t want you to be scolded on my account.”
“Shall I see you tomorrow?”
“Of course. Where shall we meet?”
“At the but and ben on the North Bay. In the morning. It’s easier for me to have an excuse then.”
“Until tomorrow, then. It won’t seem long at all, I promise.”
“It will seem like eternity,” she said, honestly, and he nodded.
Vivien came back from her day’s fishing a great deal more contented than when she had left. Hugh’s ‘go hang’ philosophy was a great balm for impossible situations, and the exercise and the excitement of actually managing to land a salmon had almost made her forget Rory.
She climbed up to the little knot of rooms she shared with her sisters, intent on a hot bath and more daringly another small dram of the Blane whisky that she had been sipping that afternoon from Hugh’s hip-flask. It was probably that, above all things, that had put her in a good mood. She knew there was a little bottle of it in the medicine cupboard in Isobel’s dressing-room along with smelling-salts and sticking plaster. There was no one in there, and she took out the bottle, noticing how it had never been touched. She was above to leave, when she heard a distinct sob from the adjoining bedroom. She tapped gently on the half-open door and peered in. Isobel, in the chair by the window, looked up slowly at her intruder. Her face was white and riven with distress. On her lap was an open letter.
“Oh, Bel, what is it?” Vivien asked, running in. “Bad news?”
This turned a sob into a laugh. “Oh no, nothing like that!”
“I thought for a minute something had happened to Freddy.”
“I wish to God it would!” Isobel exclaimed, and then suddenly clapped her hand across her mouth. “You won’t tell a soul that I said that, will you, Viv? Do you promise?”
“Of course. Bel, what is the matter? Tell me.”
“Promise you won’t tell anyone about this?” Isobel said again. “That I was crying. It’s important that you don’t.”
“I shan’t tell a soul, I promise,” said Vivien, mystified.
Chapter 8
“And you must drive down and meet Freddy at Port Blane,” Lady Buchanan had said.
It was useless to protest, useless even to suggest that Freddy might prefer the victoria to the dogcart. Lady Buchanan had the notion fixed in her head that Isobel must drive down on her own to meet him. “You will want a little time alone together, I’m sure,” she had gone on. “The Gathering is such a busy time.”
As she waited at the steamer quay, Isobel was forced to reflect that, however unwilling she might be to see Freddy, she would have to see him, and this drive back to the Castle was a good opportunity to make things perfectly clear. It was an ideal occasion to break off an engagement: it was perfectly private and if he felt so disgusted that he could not bear to stay, she could even give him the time of the afternoon steamer. It would save his valet the bother of unpacking. It was as good a moment as could be expected to do such a horrid thing. She had the moment, so all she needed now was a little courage.
That, of course, was the hardest thing. It was all very well to sit there in the dogcart, the pony’s reins firmly in her hands, quite in control of the situation, calmly rehearsing what she would say to him. But she had no idea how he might react. He was such a stranger to her that there was no guessing at his moods. Everything between them had been conducted rather formally; even his kisses, she now realised, had been cold and impersonal. She was not sure that she could break his heart – she was no longer convinced that he had one to break – but his pride and his dignity would certainly be wounded, and that might provoke his anger. She imagined that he would not like his great and gracious offer of marriage to be trifled with, his dazzling coronet thrust back in his face. He would deem it a very great insult, and she would have to deal with that.
Quite a crowd had formed on the quay. The Blane Gathering often brought exiles back to the island. It was regarded as a good jaunt, an excuse to visit the family and friends left behind. And, just as she was meeting Freddy, so people had come down to meet their kin and were making a brave show of it, dressed in Sunday suits and gaudy hats so that no Glasgow cousin could think them dowdy. There were holidaymakers, a breed distinguished by striped blazers and sailor collars, who too had caught the excitement of the Gathering, and were no doubt looking forward to quaint Highland scenes.
“We’ve a grand day for it, haven’t we, Miss Isobel?” remarked Mackenzie, who had come down with the brake to collect Freddy’s valet and luggage. “Shall I hold Pheasant’s head for you, Miss?”
“Thank you,” she said, handing him the reins and jumping down from the box. No doubt Mackenzie expected her to stand on the quayside, full of ardour, waiting for Freddy. She thought she might at least make a pretence of it, although it was pointless as she knew Freddy never jumped off trains or made any show of indecent haste. He would probably be sitting in the first-class saloon until the very last rope had been secured.
It surprised her to see, as the steamer came alongside, that he was standing on deck. In fact he was leaning on the rail, looking benignly down on the populace on the quay, reminding Isobel of those engravings in the illustrated magazines of the Prince of Wales on board his yacht at Cowes. This impression was confirmed by the woman standing beside him, so smartly dressed that she would have stood out even in the Royal enclosure at Ascot. Freddy clearly knew her, for they were chatting, or rather, he was – she was only nodding and smiling, her face half-hidden by a short veil and entirely shadowed by her parasol, a fancy, cut-work affair made in caramel silk to match the bold stripes of her dress. Isobel found she could not help staring at her: she was exactly like a fashion plate and utterly unlike the usual visitor to Blane. She saw that everyone else was staring at her, too, equally fascinated by this mysterious woman.
When the gangway had been bolted into place she saw Freddy offer her his arm, and down they came, like a royal couple, walking as if to the accompaniment of the National Anthem.
Isobel found she was standing in a huddle and was quite invisible to their serene, unseeing gaze. So she darted forward and waved: “Hello!”
She saw him smile, a smile of real pleasure as he caught sight of her, and her heart sank. It was not going to be easy to tell him. He was clearly delighted to see her.
“My dear Isobel,” he said, and kissed both her hands in a very gallant fashion that did not go unnoticed by the crowd. Isobel blushed, which made her furious, for a blush is the most easily misinterpreted thing in the world. “How pretty you are looking.”
“This must be the famous Miss Buchanan,” said the lady. “Freddy has been speaking of no one else.” She put out her hand.
“Isobel, may I present Mrs John Cameron, a most dear friend. Mrs Cameron, my fiancée, Miss Buchanan.”
“How d’ye do?” Isobel feared that her voice must sound more like that of a strangled cat. Shock and the determination to beat the shock had twisted up her innards. But her mind shrieked: “John’s wife – it can’t be! And she knows Freddy.” And all the while she must smile and make small talk while her world turned upside-down yet again.
“Oh dear,” Mrs Cameron was saying, “I don’t seem to have a carriage waiting for me. My husband is so absent-minded. It is the scholarly mind, I suppose.”
“We can take Mrs Cameron to the Dower House, can’t we, Bel?” said Freddy.
“I’ve only brought the dogcart –” began Isobel.
“How charming!” said Mrs Cameron. “I do so love these rustic things. When one is in the country, one must do country things, don’t you agree? A ride in a dogcart would be enchanting. I shall feel like a girl again in County Wicklow.”
And so Mrs Cameron was handed into the dogcart by Freddy, who sat behind the box with her, leaving Isobel to drive, feeling rather like a coachman. Mrs Cameron’s maid, she noticed, had commandeered a gig which did not look large enough to hold the mound of boxes marked H.F.C. that were being stacked up on the quayside. It was an ominous sign. She was clearly intent on a lengthy stay.
As they drove up the hill, Mrs Cameron exclaiming at everything, Isobel felt her shock turn into sick fear. What was happening was unthinkable, and yet it was happening. John had not thought Hester would pursue him to Scotland – and yet here she was, chattering like a parakeet.
“You must be so excited about your marriage, Miss Buchanan,” said Mrs Cameron. “Only a month, isn’t it? Have you got your dress?”
“It’s being sent from Paris,” said Isobel, who wished she could add, “But I shall never wear it.” In fact, she wondered for a moment whether she should not simply stop the cart and state the fact plainly. Firstly, that she was not going to marry Freddy, and secondly that she was passionately in love with John Cameron, and prepared to wait for him as long as it was necessary. ‘Honesty is the best policy’ was a copybook moral fixed in her mind, but how could she be honest? There was such lunacy in being direct. Her two passengers were not the sort to accept such statements. She had a strong suspicion that they would not believe her. Such behaviour was not possible. No sensible girl would throw over a duke for a married man. They simply would not understand. What could she do but carry on lying?
“From Worth?” inquired Mrs Cameron.
“I don’t know if I should say,” said Isobel. “Isn’t it supposed to be bad luck?”
“Worth would be splendid,” said Freddy. “Is that a Worth, Mrs Cameron, that you are wearing?”
“Oh you are a lucky creature!” said Mrs Cameron, delightedly. “To be getting a husband who takes an interest in a woman’s dressmaker. Yes, Melrose, it is a Worth, you are quite right. I always go to him – it is quite my favourite place in Paris, although I must confess to occasional infidelities with Pingat – who does such charming things.”
This remark, made with mock sauciness, caused Freddy to laugh heartily. Isobel could not remember him laughing with such gusto to any remark she had ever made. She was glad of it. It showed how little he really felt for her, but she could not help wondering how much he might care for Mrs Cameron. Had he not presented her as a “most dear friend?” Perhaps they had once been lovers.
If that is the case, she thought as they turned into the drive of the Dower House, then I’ve no reason to feel the least bit wicked! But although she made this attempt at defiance, it did not stop the agony of the moment, seeing John coming out of the house, drawn by the sound of the carriage.
She had hoped by the time they met at the Gathering she would have been able to say, “I’ve done it! I’m free!” but now that seemed a distant hope. A new net had entangled them, a net cast by Hester Cameron.
“My dear!” cried Mrs Cameron, getting down from the dogcart. She stood in an attitude which expected a kiss. John obliged, but only with a peck. His expression was cool but civil. Isobel hardly dared look at him. “I expect you’ve met my husband, Miss Buchanan,” Mrs Cameron went on.
“Yes, we have. I hope we’ll see you both at the Gathering,” said Isobel, gathering up the reins again, determined to drive off as soon as possible.
“I should love to,” said Mrs Cameron. “But I haven’t the least idea what it might be! Do come in and explain it to me, Miss Buchanan. Come and have some tea.”
“I should love to, but it’s such a busy time.”
“Nonsense, Bel,” said Freddy, jumping down. He took the reins from her and handed them to the boy who had come out from the yard. “A cup of tea would be excellent.”
Reluctantly she got down and followed them into the house.
“Oh, but how delicious this is! Like a doll’s house, almost,” said Mrs Cameron. “Is this the drawing room?”
“I’ll see about some tea,” said John, disappearing. Isobel wished she might follow, but instead she had to watch Mrs Cameron taking possession of the drawing room.
“I like this,” she said, sitting down. “It will do very well.”
For what, Isobel wanted to ask. Why on earth had she come here? To save face, perhaps? John had said that his disappearance had annoyed her. Mrs Cameron went on: “Of course, my husband was afraid I should find it too rustic – but I was determined to come, directly the season was over. We shan’t do Homburg this year. I think it’s got rather vulgar lately, too full of Cook’s tourists. Whereas, this is simply… refreshing! And now I have a Gathering to look forward to. How grand that sounds.”
“It’s really just a glorified summer fete,” said Isobel. “It hardly compares with Braemar.”
“She’s being modest, of course,” said Freddy. “My future father-in-law informs me that the Prince Consort was inspired to set up the Braemar games after a visit to the Blane Gathering.”
“I think that is a family myth,” said Isobel.
“Now tell me, what does one wear for a Gathering?” said Mrs Cameron, leaning forward and adopting a confidential tone. Isobel was making some inconsequential reply when John returned, followed by Mrs Rossie with the tea-tray.
“This is Mrs Rossie, the housekeeper,” he said to Hester.
“Pleased to see you, ma’am,” said Mrs Rossie. “Miss Bel, Your Grace.”
“My maid will be here shortly, Rossie, with my things. See that she is looked after – and could you serve luncheon at twelve thirty.” Mrs Rossie left and Hester Cameron examined the tea-tray. “Ah, this seems all in order.”
“Mrs Rossie was head housemaid at the Castle,” said Isobel, annoyed at her condescension. “She does know her business.”
She glanced across the room to where John was standing, the window behind him so that the light flooded past, making a silhouette of him. She noticed how the tense line in his shoulders had returned, how white his hands were as he gripped a chair-back. He did not see her look, or if he did, he concealed it. What a life of pretence they must condemn themselves to!
Mrs Cameron dispensed tea and she and Freddy made enough conversation to cover the brittle silence. Perhaps to them it did not seem brittle, but to Isobel the situation, the truth behind it at least, felt like a tiny bird beginning to grow restless in its shell prison; a bird kicking and flapping until everything, the whole opaque surface of lies, was destroyed by something too strong to be contained any longer.
She drank as little of a cup of tea as was decent, put down her cup, and rose. “Well, thank you so much, Mrs Cameron, we really ought be going.”
“I’ll have the dogcart brought round for you,” said John, bolting. Isobel saw her chance and made an excuse about a nervous pony and followed him.
Pheasant had been tethered to a post by the water trough in the yard that adjoined the house. The temptation to hurl herself into John’s arms was enormous, but they were overlooked, even here, by the kitchen windows. At least they could snatch a moment to talk.
***
“How dare she?” He spoke through clenched teeth. “God, Bel, I’m not a violent man, but if anyone finds her battered to death with a poker –”
“John, no!"
‘Don’t worry,” he said sharply. “That’s the worst of it. I’m too much of a coward. But she deserves it. And I might have known that your Freddy was one of her coterie.”
“What shall we do?”
“Pretend, I suppose,” he said.
“I shall still finish with Freddy,” she began, but he interrupted her, fiercely.
“What’s the point, damn it? There is no future for us, is there? You might as well forget anything happened, Isobel. It isn’t too late.” He turned away from her and untied the reins. He thrust them into her hands.
“How can you say that?” she demanded, incredulously.
“Go away. Forget me. It’s the best thing.”
“John, I can’t...”
“What else can we do?” he said, grimly. Then he turned and went back to the house.
As she drove round to the front of the house, she felt the tears start in her eyes. For once she was glad of the dust veil on her hat, and pulled it down so that it hid her reddening eyes. So she watched Freddy shaking hands with Mrs Cameron through a muslin, watery haze, and wondered how on earth she could begin to be a stoic.
***
John found her smoking a cigarette in his study, leafing through the papers on his desk.
“So you are writing this book,” she said. “How extraordinary you are.”
“Why are you here?” he asked, sharply, closing the notebooks which lay open.
“I believe it is usual for a husband and wife to live together,” she said. “I came to silence the gossips, of course. People were beginning to talk.”
“People always talk about you, Hester. You like it.”
“They were talking about you. I had to have an explanation. I thought of sending you to India to shoot tigers but that seemed too improbable, so I thought: the truth, why not? I have told everyone I was coming to join you. I’m rather glad I did. I think it will be quite amusing here.”
“I should have thought you would have enjoyed being the deserted wife. It has all the melodrama you could want.”
“So you do admit you deserted me?”
“Don’t play games, Hester. I have been straight with you about this from the start.”
“You are a monster of selfishness, aren’t you, John?” She stubbed out her cigarette.
“I tried for eight years to be unselfish. For eight years I did what you wanted, but there comes a point when one has to be selfish, for one’s own self–preservation.”
“Well, you have had your little patch of self-preservation. You can get back to your duty, as my husband.” She went over to the glass and began to preen herself. “I must go and change,” she went on. “It will be quite amusing to be the best-dressed woman this afternoon.”
“Well, you must go alone. I’m not going,” said John. He did not want to see Isobel again. He could not bear to. In the yard he knew he had been brutal, he felt all the pain himself, but he knew that the best surgery was swift and sharp. The case was hopeless.
“But you must!” she said, turning to him. “I insist on it. I cannot go alone.”
“You cannot insist on anything. From the first your conduct has been –”
“My conduct! You dare to speak of my conduct? May I remind you, John Cameron, that you have me to thank that you still have any sort of reputation in town, that you haven’t been black-balled at all your clubs. I could have blackened your name, but I chose not to. Remember that. I shall see you at luncheon.”
She left the room briskly. He heard her call out, “Suzette, Suzette! Ou as-tu rangé mes choses?” as she climbed the stairs, using that terrible shrill tone he so detested.
He slumped into a chair, sick at heart.
Chapter 9
By one o’clock the park was transformed. Where there had been a broad expanse of turf enlivened by the odd clump of trees a hamlet of awnings, tents and pens had sprung up. Small rope fences had been carefully put up to mark out the enclosure which was reserved for members of the Blane Gathering Society. This, in effect, was a very select group comprising Buchanans and other island worthies, chiefly the minister and the Episcopalian rector, as well as the owners of nearby estates who had come, with house parties, in private yachts.
At the heart of the enclosure was a large three-sided marquee, fully lined with lengths of Buchanan plaid, its floor slightly raised to give those who sat there the best view of all the events. It was an incongruous sight: a drawing room stranded in a field with its chairs, tables and potted plants. Here Lady Buchanan, Mrs Faulkner and other ladies would take up residence for the afternoon, equipped with opera glasses and fans to repel the midges which were an inevitable feature of the Gathering.
Vivien, of course, had no intention of remaining in the enclosure, even if her mother had made her put on her most expensive and hampering dress: a tight-fitting, torturing affair in stiff, apple-green watered silk with armholes so small that she could hardly lift a cup to her lips. There could be no possibility of taking photographs in such a rig-out, at least not with her cumbersome camera. Now, she reflected, if only she had a little Kodak, that would solve all her problems. For not only did it require no fuss to take a picture – there were no plates to put in and out, but a spool of celluloid which one wound on after each picture – but the exposure time was minimal. One could photograph people doing things, as if making a lightning sketch. It would be ideal to catch all those odd little happenings which so characterised the Gathering. But she did not know when she might get one. It would take for ever to save for it. All her money had gone on dresses. Lady Buchanan had insisted. She said she would need them for her coming out next summer.
She was contemplating this awful inevitability as she stood watching one of the crofters chivvy half a dozen well-washed sheep into a pen. Being a debutante was going to be just like being one of those over groomed sheep, except that the sheep would be let out of their pen and allowed to return to roaming on the moors and fells. Debutantes on the other hand got married.
“Hello there! You’re looking terribly smart.”
She turned and saw Rory standing behind her. She was a little astonished by his compliment but could not help being pleased. If she felt absurd then perhaps she did not look it.
“And you,” she said. “I see Hugh got you into the kilt after all.” He suited it very well, wearing it with an easy grace, as if he had worn it all his life. For the hundredth time she found herself annoyed at finding him so attractive.
“Well, I thought I might as well – and it seems sensible for running – rather Greek, in fact.”
“Oh, you’ve entered some of the sports then?”
“Just the archery and the fell run.”
“The fell run? Brave man – it’s almost three miles, you know.”
“Yes,” he said, not the least bothered. “I think I can manage. What are you doing?”
“Doing? The Misses Buchanan don’t do anything but look on. No, I tell a lie. Isobel must judge the handicrafts.”
“Poor Isobel,” said Rory. “No, I suppose you wouldn’t have any ladies’ events. Perhaps Hugh will be more progressive one day.”
“I doubt it!” laughed Vivien. “Trying to change anything here is like trying to move a mountain. It would defeat the most valiant of us.” She reached down and touched one of the sheep. “These ewes are so clean they are unrecognisable.”
“Who judges this lot, then?”
“Mr Gilchrist, the land agent.”
“More interesting than the handicrafts, I should think.”
“Oh, infinitely. That’s all knitted hose and fancy work.”
He grimaced and walked on to the next group of pens where the tups were awaiting judgement.
“One could cause chaos, you know,” he said. “Have these ever escaped?”
“I can’t remember it happening,” and then she laughed, delighted at the thought of a wild and angry tup invading the enclosure, without a care for the social niceties. “It would be wonderful, though!”
“I think we had better repress the temptation,” he smiled, and then he turned to frowning. “Oh, this looks ominous.”
“What does?” She looked in the direction he was looking. Mrs Faulkner was coming across the grass towards them, walking extremely fast so that the deep fringe on her parasol swung violently from side to side. Rory was about to move away when she lowered the parasol and, using it as an emphatic pointer, said very loudly: “Stay where you are! I want a word with you.”
“Really, Mama, you do surprise me.”
“Don’t be insolent,” she snapped. “If you’ll excuse us for a few minutes, Vivien.”
“There’s no need for you to go,” said Rory, putting his hand on Vivien’s arm. “You can’t send people away, Mama.”
“I’m sure Vivien quite understands.”
“There’s nothing to say that can’t be said in front of Vivien. She is not a child.”
“This is family business.”
“She is family. Now come on, Mama, and spit it out. I haven’t got all day.”
“You are impossible,” she said. “I have just had this letter –”
“How nice for you. You still have friends, you see.”
“Let me finish! A letter from Sir Charles Browne, the QC, Lady Armitage’s brother.”
“Yes?”
“You know quite well what this is about. Listen to this: ‘My dear Mrs Faulkner, Forgive me for not writing earlier, but the pressures of business have been intense these last few months. Your son did come and see me in Chambers, and I found him an extremely intelligent and interesting young man. I am sure he will prosper in the Indian Civil Service but I can only regret that he has decided not to read for the Bar, for which I believe he would be admirably suited. If he were to change his mind, I can assure you, I would welcome him as a pupil. Yours etc.’”
“Yes, he was a charming fellow – we had a splendid lunch together,” said Rory, absolutely calm in the face of his mother’s rising fury.
“The Indian Civil Service!” she said. “You are not serious, I trust?”
“Oh no,” said Rory. “I had to have a plausible excuse for turning down his kind offer, the offer which you arranged.”
“Of course. You knew it was what I wanted.”
“Exactly.”
“Exactly what? How can you possibly have done this to me, Rory? I went to such trouble on your behalf.”
“Yes, enormous trouble, such trouble that you did not even bother to ask me whether it was what I wanted.”
“You have known for years that this is what we expected of you. The Bar is an excellent profession.”
“What you expect and what I want are two different matters.”
“What you want, you selfish boy, has nothing to do with it. If you were allowed what you wanted you would ruin yourself. I am trying my utmost to get you settled in a respectable profession and you throw that kindness in my face!”
“Kindness? You call it kindness – to force me into something I absolutely abhor?”
Vivien, standing between them, could feel hanging in the air a tangible cloud of pure venom. It was frightening to witness, and she wondered how much more it would take for them to start to maul each other like wild animals.
“Now listen to me, Rory, you are going to go straight into the house and write a long, apologetic letter to Sir Charles saying that the ICS has turned you down, or some such, but you have reconsidered his very kind offer. No, better still, I will dictate it.”
“No.”
“I beg your pardon?”
“No, Mama, I will not. I am not reading for the Bar. How many million times must I tell you that? It wouldn’t matter if the Queen herself asked me. I am not going to do it.”
“Yes, you are,” she said. “You are, if it is the last thing you do,” and she pulled at his arm to try and get him to come with her. In a sharp, swift movement he pushed her away so that she went back a step or two.
“How dare you!” she exclaimed, and swung out her arm and cracked her hand across his face. Vivien was astonished to see that Rory hardly flinched.
“Yes, that’s right, Mama,” he said, “hit me. That always makes you feel better, doesn’t it?”
This provoked another, more punishing, slap which had Vivien cowering.
“You can’t get me like that,” he said, with remarkable calmness. “There’s nothing you can do to make me change my mind.”
“Then starve!” she shouted. “Starve if you like! Ruin yourself,”
“Yes, I shall, if it’s what I want. I shall ruin myself fifty times over and go to an early grave, if that’s what I want. Anything but submit to your notion of respectability! Life is too glorious to live with a noose like that around one’s neck!”
And he pushed past her and strode towards the house.
***
“I hear you had a quarrel with your mother,” said Leonora as they walked down to the start of the fell race.
“Oh, don’t let’s talk about that,” said Rory. “It is too dreary.”
“But it must have been important. Vivien said that Aunt Sally was furious,” she pressed on.
“That’s only because she has never seen her like that before. I’m quite used to it. It doesn’t bother me.”
“She said she hit you. I don’t like to think of that.”
He stopped and put his arms around her, smiling.
“You really shouldn’t worry on my account, Leo. It’s only squabbling. And I don’t want to think about it. It is too wonderful a day for worrying about such nonsense. And you are worrying, I can tell.”
“I can’t help it,” she said. “It’s all part of, part of…”
She felt embarrassed to go on, to be more specific, but, with a grin, he finished her sentence: “Of being in love? Is that what we are?”
She did not know how to answer. It was the first time he had spoken of the subject. She could not think. When he held her like that, his hand resting on her cheek, her mind simply emptied.
“I hardly know,” she said.
“Nor do I!” he said, triumphantly. “To be honest, I don’t think one should attempt to tie words to such feelings. They fall so far short of reality – and the reality is beyond mere definition.” He tilted up her chin and kissed her on the lips.
“Not here.” She had to say it, little though she liked it. “People are staring.”
He let her go but she sensed his reluctance.
“I wish we could be alone,” he said. “Later, perhaps, could we meet somewhere, somewhere private? I so much want to –” He broke off.
“To what?”
“Oh, wait and see,” he said, kissing her again.
“We had better get going. You will miss the start.”
“Will you meet me?”
“Perhaps.” She enjoyed the teasing note in her voice.
“Minx,” he said, with a grin.
At the start, marked by a white tape stretched across a cart track, a crowd had formed. Hugh, who was the starter, remarked: “You’ve stiff competition, you know, Rory. Are you sure about this?”
“I’ll manage.”
One of the runners, a burly young shepherd, said mockingly: “Hey, lads, should we give the gent a head start? He might need it.”
“Thanks, but no,” said Rory, stripping off his coat. He threw his collar and cuffs down with it, but paused with his tie in his hands. Suddenly, he came over and presented it to Leonora, with a bow. “My colours, my lady.”
“How splendid!” said Hugh, who liked chivalry.
She stood with the length of terracotta-coloured silk in her hand, not quite knowing what to do with it. She was bemused, but touched. One could never guess what Rory would do next. She noticed how some of the women spectators were whispering to each other. There would be a flood of gossip after that show of partiality, and rumours of engagements. She found she was blushing.
The runners were lining up, a row of strong, bony men, with bodies hard with work on the fells, each one of them someone’s husband or sweetheart. And there among them was Rory, incongruous perhaps, but oddly at home, his red-gold hair shining like a Celtic crown, his features set in a line of sheer determination. He knew exactly where he was going, at least at the moment.
But where were they going, he and she? She could not place this involvement with Rory in any of the categories of romance she had come across in books. She could not cast him as a future husband – but where else could such strong feelings lead? It was more than a flirtation. The strength of his kisses had proved it; that absurd but lovely gesture with the tie proved it. He had all but admitted that he loved her. Despite that quibbling over the words, she knew quite well what he had meant. And then he had asked her to meet him privately – what could he want, but to propose to her?
Hugh fired his pistol and the race began. Rory set off like a panther let out of a cage, coursing up the foothills with wonderful style. She felt light-headed, stunned by the excitement of the moment as much as by the conclusion of her reasoning. How extraordinary he was! He was already in the leading group of runners as they vanished around the first twist in the course.
“I hope he knows how to pace himself,” said Hugh, coming over to her. “Shall we walk round to the finish? You can cheer him over the line.”
“Can I?” she said, dazed.
“Of course you must, Leo,” said Hugh, arranging the tie about her shoulders like a scarf. “You are wearing his colours.”
***
Rory was astonished to realise that, as he began the descent, there were only two men in front of him. One was five yards ahead, the other a comfortable twenty. Still, it was not the moment to let up. He would have to be very careful not to trip. The path had become very rocky. In the distance he could see the finishing line, a much grander affair than the start, with a larger crowd. Well, if he were not overtaken, it would be quite an achievement to come in third. He could feel the pain welling up in his legs, and the sweat trickling all over him, but he pushed on, negotiating the steeper bits with goat-like footwork.
At last, thank God, he reached the flat stretch to the finish, a distance of thirty-odd yards of smooth, green turf. He could gain some speed here – he was used to running on the flat land of Cambridgeshire, after all. Seeing the front man burst through the tape only convinced him. He would force himself past the man in front, and come in second.
Then he saw her standing there, waving her arms, her face contorted with a shout, the whole of her kingfisher-coloured dress shaking with her excitement, and he heard her voice: “Come on! Come on! You can do it!”
He found that last burst of energy, found it deep inside him. How could he disappoint her? And how could he not run towards her? For suddenly he knew that he must have her. His body could not content itself with kisses any longer. What was the power that was driving him now but his own hunger, his own desire for her? He had never run like this in his life before, and now, he was passing the other fellow, and was within inches of the line.
“Come on, oh come on! Yes!” It was only by her voice he knew he had passed the post, for by that point his eyes were screwed up to master the agony of sudden exhaustion that had invaded him, like a bullet rocketing into his guts. There was a good cheer, but he hardly heard it. He staggered forward a few paces, driven on purely by gravity. “Oh Rory!”
He saw her arms were open for him. He could not stop himself, and with a final burst of strength picked her up and swung her around and around, determined now he would never let her go.
***
John Cameron left Hester in the enclosure with Lady Buchanan and went into the Castle gardens, walking across the lawn to the Orangery, taking the route he had taken when he had first seen Isobel. It had been his intention to sit outside the Orangery again and take stock a little. He felt he needed to think, although for the past week he had done nothing but think, twisting their impossible situation over and over in his mind, until it was nothing but a tangled disorder of tattered indecision. He hoped that the great stretch of green lawn might bring some clarity, but as he approached the little temple-like building, he knew he came in a spirit of devotion, a pilgrim to the spot where he had first seen her.
He wished, in the old, bitter part of his heart that he had never seen that girl walk across the lawn, her pale skirts a beacon in the dusky light. He wished that he had never felt that rush of attraction, that sudden, painful longing for her when he was in no position to desire. It had come when he needed it most, but when he could not take it. She was the ultimate temptation, and he had given in, for a few hours of happiness with her. If before his life had seemed empty, it had not been true emptiness. It was nothing compared to the barren wasteland he faced when their inevitable parting came. For what could they do but part?
But the Orangery was not an empty temple waiting for his hopeless prayers; it was occupied. At first he thought it must be something to do with the Gathering but then remembered that Jim Henderson, the young artist, had been using it as a studio. Isobel had said that he had almost finished the painting. And indeed, as he came closer, he saw that Henderson was working at it still.
The door was wide open but, knowing that some artists did not care for studio visits, he inquired, “Am I disturbing you?”
The young man turned. He looked tired and a little nervous. He had thrown off his coat and put on a blue, paint-caked apron.
“No, not at all. In fact,” he said, “you might be just the man I need. Rory said you were a man of taste, Mr Cameron. I need an opinion.”
“An opinion? You’re very rash to trust your judgement to a mere man of taste,” smiled John. “That could mean anything.”
“I know, but he said you were writing about Carpaccio.”
“Ah, you like Carpaccio, then?”
“Well enough – but I’m afraid it’s Velasquez I’d fight for.”
“Bold man,” said John. “So what can I do for you?”
“Tell me if it’s any good. I’ve no sense of it any more. I’ve an awful feeling I’ve just caricatured them, that I haven’t got them just as they are. Christ, this has been the toughest thing I’ve painted yet – and I thought it would be easy. More fool me, I suppose.”
“Let me see it, then, and put your mind at rest.”
“I don’t want flannel, Mr Cameron, you know that.” Jim stepped back so that John could see it all.
“I shouldn’t dream of being so insulting,” said John.
The oil was still wet and the painting glittered in the strong sunlight. But it was not just the light on the picture, it was the light in it. It was miraculous that light, as natural as the sun on a fine, clear day, but magical in its illumination. It was the timeless light of the golden age and yet the faces which stared out, rising above columns of glowing white-gold silk, were those of the Buchanan girls in the summer of 1890. But John knew that a stranger a hundred years earlier or a hundred years hence could have looked at them and felt moved. Their names were irrelevant in that subtle dance of light, colour and form. And yet, as he looked at each of them in turn, and especially at Isobel, he saw that Henderson had caught their characters with a fine delineation that would not have disgraced a great novelist. The girl who reached up to pick oranges from the tree with such a lovely, practical gesture was undoubtedly his Isobel, and he could not think of her other than that. Even her gaze seemed fixed upon him, her clear eyes resting bravely upon him, shouting out her fearless love for him.
It made him look away, so painful was it for a moment to bear that true, straight gaze of hers.
“Oh God, I knew it,” said Henderson, gloomily, seeing him turn away. John shook his head, and despite his sinking spirits, struggled for words.
“It’s remarkable, Henderson,” was all he could find to say. “Very remarkable indeed.”
Henderson, very relieved, reached for his pipe and lit it.
“Do you think the laird will like it?”
“If he doesn’t like it, he’s a fool,” said John. “And if he doesn’t want it, I’ll buy it from you.”
“You would?”
John nodded. If he could not have Isobel, he would have the nearest thing to her. It was not a simple photograph, this painting, after all. It was more than a plain record of her features. That would have been no comfort. It was art, in the highest and best sense, for it caught the breath of life and gave it meaning.
“I suppose I ought to be getting along to the junket,” said Henderson, taking off his apron and putting on his jacket. “I tell you, I’ll never understand these folk.”
“I think you understand them perfectly,” said John Cameron, glancing back at the picture as they left.
***
Lady Buchanan had always regarded judging the handiwork section as a terrible chore, and Isobel had not been very willing to take over the job. But as things had turned out, she was very glad of it indeed, glad to be able to focus on minutiae. Examining a dozen pairs of hand-knitted hose for even stitches, correct tension and a well-turned heel was better than thinking of the awful events of that morning. So much better, in fact, that she wished that there was an endless stream of articles for her to deliberate over. She would happily have endured a thousand nightcaps or aprons or tray cloths, happily she would have exclaimed over the ingenuity of any number of fancy embroidery knick-knacks, no matter how tedious or tasteless or simply inept they might be. At least she had a hold on these things, at least she could pick them up, assess them, make sense of them. The rest of the world had become something she dared not even think about, and so she passed from object to object mechanically, for she had set herself to the task of distraction with grim determination, so much so that Mrs Shawe, the minister’s wife, was impressed with her dedication. Lady Buchanan had never taken such lengthy care over the judging. Isobel could tell she was impressed – Mrs Shawe was wearing that smile often affected by clerical types which said ‘What a good wife she will make’, and Isobel felt sick at the sight of it.
“What goes on in here, then?” Mrs Cameron’s voice floated across the tent. Isobel stared down at a needle-case, ingeniously fashioned out of woven ribbons, and tried to concentrate. But she could not, and looked up. Mrs Cameron was coming towards her, saluting her with a little wave, and Freddy was beside her, and behind again, a step or two, was John.
They stared at each other. The rest of the world seemed frozen for a moment as they stared, just as it had done that day in the rhododendron walk. She knew at once, with excitement fluttering like a bird in her stomach, that he had not meant what he had said that morning, that he still loved her as hopelessly as she loved him. That feeling hung in the air, an undeniable truth which mere words could not destroy. She felt his love then, felt it touch the quick of her, and the world again had possibilities. For all the obstacles which stood now between them, quite literally, in the form of those sleek, well-dressed dummies that were Freddy and Mrs Cameron, were now, she was convinced, no more than ninepins; they were easily toppled, like coconuts in a shy. They were merely practical problems that needed only ingenuity to solve them. They need not be afraid of that!
“Highly commended, I think, for this,” said Isobel to Mrs Shawe.
“You look in need of some tea, Bel,” said Freddy.
“Not just now,” said Isobel.
“She’s too conscientious, I’m afraid, Your Grace,” said Mrs Shawe.
“I’m enjoying myself,” said Isobel. “Now, we’ve still to put out the rosettes and the certificates.”
“I can manage that quite well, Miss Buchanan. You go and have tea,” said Mrs Shawe. “You’ve worked so hard already.”
“Hear, hear!” said Freddy.
“No, I shall finish here. You shall have your tea first, Mrs Shawe. Freddy, take Mrs Shawe into the enclosure for some tea, won’t you?” Of course Freddy was too polite to object and he offered Mrs Shawe his arm with such gallantry that she looked overwhelmed. Isobel thought she could see a look of disdainful amusement cross Mrs Cameron’s face.
“Well, John, shall we have tea?” she asked.
“You go on. I shall come presently.”
“Good fellow, Cameron. Make sure Isobel doesn’t take too long over he over her duties,” said Freddy. “Come, ladies, shall we go?” When they were gone, there was a moment of awkward silence between them.
“I’m glad you decided to stay,” said Isobel, picking up a pile of certificates, and laying them out.
“I’m not sure why I did.”
“We need to talk, of course,” she said.
“I’m not sure it is a good idea.”
“You shouldn’t think like this, John!” she exclaimed. “Really, you were all wrong this morning.”
“I don’t want you to get hurt.”
“Hurt? Do you think that didn’t hurt? And it hurt you too, don’t deny it.,
“It may be the lesser of two evils.”
“You cannot deny what has happened,” she said.
“I don’t deny it.”
“Then why try and end it? Then why try and end what can’t be ended?” she said. “Oh John, please, I hate this terrible self-denial. It will destroy us. Neither of us was made to lie.”
“I wish you could stop loving me. It would be better.”
“Could I ask you to stop loving me? I wouldn’t be such a fool. I know you couldn’t. It would make no difference. We can’t put this aside. We have to face it.”
“Yes,” he said eventually, and then, in an instant, he was clutching her in his arms. “Yes, of course. Oh God, Isobel, I’m sorry, so sorry. I thought ... but it is useless, isn’t it?”
She sighed, and pressed her cheek against his shoulder, exhausted with sheer relief.
“I can’t live without you,” she said. “I can’t. That is all I know at the moment. I want to be with you, always.”
“I can’t ask you to do that,” he said at length. “You know I can’t –”
“I should follow you like a dog, whether you asked me or not, John!” She did not know how she was saying it, but it seemed so simple.
“Are you really serious, Bel?” he said, gravely, loosing hold of her. “You could contemplate leaving here with me, without any hope of –”
“With every hope!” she exclaimed. “That’s the point, isn’t it? If we were to go away together we should give ourselves a future.”
“But you love this place, Bel, and your people. You know what they will say.”
“You are my place, John, and my people, don’t you see? There’s only one thing I could not bear to lose and that is you. Don’t you see?”
For a moment he was very grave, and then suddenly he smiled, and said, “Why not? Why not indeed? My God – I am such a coward compared to you.”
“No, I’m glad you hesitated,” she said. “Someone had to. This isn’t a light thing, not in the least.”
“No – and how the devil shall we manage it?”
“Let’s go tonight!” She laughed at her glorious recklessness. “During the ball – no one will notice we have gone.”
“Tonight? Well, I did vow I would never spend another night under the same roof as Hester!"
“There’s a boat to Glasgow at ten. No one need know anything until the morning, and then we will be miles away.” She giggled now at the audacity of her plan. “Is this really me, John?”
“Yes, I’m very glad to say – oh, I do like the thought of spending the rest of my life with such a firecracker!” He pulled her back into his arms and kissed her.
“We ought to get back,” she said, adjusting her bonnet where he had knocked it awry. “For the last of the masquerade.”
Chapter 10
Her ball dress, of papery silk in palest lavender, Leonora decided, could not have been bettered. It had a subtle iridescence about it which the other girls’ dresses would not have. But neither would the other girls have that glow which now constantly seemed to infect her cheeks, or that wonderful burning excitement inside them which, like the engine inside a great liner, propelled her along, converting noisy power into apparently effortless movement. She had never felt so magnificent before, never felt so unashamedly lovely. It was if her body had been an unlit candle, and now it was alight, and she burnt with intense radiance, full of the special knowledge of their intimacy.
She smoothed her skirts, enjoying the pleasure of her own sensuality. She could imagine his hands running across her hips and could not help smiling at her image in the long cheval glass in front of her. An elegant stranger in lavender-coloured silk smiled back and then laughed, making the knots of silvery ribbon and petals in her hair shake. It was, she could not deny, a ravishing effect.
Vivien came in, as usual without knocking. She stood in the doorway staring at her as if she was not pleased by what she saw. Leonora, for her part, was hardly impressed by Vivien’s appearance.
“You can’t go down looking like that!” she could not help saying. “Your hair – it’s simply awful. You didn’t get Jeanie to help you, did you?”
“She’s far too busy as it is tonight. Alison Macrae didn’t bring a maid so she had to go and wait on her, poor lass. I didn’t want to bother her.”
“Here, sit down, I’ll do it for you.”
“It’s fine as it is.”
“Sit down, Vivien. You can’t possibly leave it like that.”
Reluctantly Vivien sat down at the dressing-table. Leonora plucked out the pins from her hair with deft fingers. It was the sort of task she enjoyed. She brushed it out, taking some time at it, which she could see annoyed Vivien, but she would not rest until she was satisfied. Then she twisted it into a thick rope and pinned it up loosely. Vivien generally wore her hair too severely.
“There, that’s much better, isn’t it?” she said. “Oh come on, Viv, don’t glower like that! You’re going to a ball, for heaven’s sake!”
“I do not glower,” retorted Vivien. “Anyway, what is so important about tonight? As far as I can see it’s just a ghastly ruse on Mama’s part to get Hugh and Alison Macrae together. How can she possibly want him to marry her, for heaven’s sake? Can’t they see how wrong she is for him?”
“Don’t you want Hugh to be happy?” asked Leonora.
“Yes, that’s my point entirely. She isn’t the right person for him at all.”
“What do you know about it?” said Leo.
“Nothing, except she’s not right. Imagine her as a sister-in-law, Leo – it would be gruesome.”
Perhaps Vivien had a point. The Hon. Miss Macrae was not the most inspiring companion. She was a quiet, very well behaved girl who had always been held up by their mother as a model. She seemed to have no opinions of her own, but she came from a family of seven which suggested she was, to use the often-whispered phrase, ‘good breeding stock’.
“What do you want Hugh to do, then?” said Leo. “Marry to please you?”
“I don’t want him to marry to please Mama. He might so easily do it, you know, just for a quiet life. He would make himself miserable just to please her.”
“Perhaps Mama’s right. Hugh wouldn’t want a strident wife.”
“The principle of the thing is what really annoys me,” went on Vivien. “He should be allowed to choose, not have his hand forced like this. I bet she’s even told him that Alison is expecting him to ask in the next few days and will be heart-broken if he doesn’t. It’s the worst sort of blackmail, really.”
Leonora could not help thinking how like Rory she sounded. When Rory spoke so fiercely about something she always admired him for it, but with Vivien it jarred. It was terribly unwomanly to be so forthright.
“Why worry about it?” said Leonora. “If they do get married, you won’t have to see much of her. With luck, you might be married yourself soon. If you stop glowering that is.”
“You mean if I simper and flirt and say, ‘Yes sir, no sir, three bags full sir,’ I suppose?” cut in Vivien. “No, thank you very much. I don’t intend to compromise myself just to get a husband. It’s cheap. That was what Alison Macrae was doing this afternoon. ‘Oh really, Mr Buchanan,’ simper, simper!”
“Goodness, you are sharp tonight!” said Leo. “Well, you shan’t spoil my fun with all your vinegar. Oh come on now, Viv, don’t grouse any more, please. It doesn’t suit you at all – neither does that dress, for that matter. You shouldn’t let Mama choose things for you. She hasn’t the least idea about clothes. Why don’t you go and ask Bel if you can borrow her apricot silk? That would look much better.”
“Mama said I was to wear white.”
“White makes you look like a ghost. Come on, it’ll be too late by the time we get downstairs for her to say anything. And for goodness’ sake, cheer up!”
She hustled her along to Isobel’s room. Leo had expected to find her cheerfully titivating herself for Freddy’s benefit, but instead she was sitting in the table in the window, bent over her writing-case, a shawl wrapped tightly around her as if she were terribly cold. She was scribbling fast.
“Bel?” she said at once, in surprise. “What a queer time to be writing letters.”
Isobel looked up, startled.
“Who are you writing to?” asked Vivien.
“Oh no one,” she said, in what Leonora regarded as a very feeble attempt to be off-hand. She blotted her note, and closed her letter case, firmly, to indicate that the subject was closed. “You look very splendid tonight, Leo.” She got up from the seat with the air of one who has been summoned to the scaffold. “Well, I suppose we should be going downstairs, shouldn’t we?”
“I wish we didn’t have to!” burst out Vivien. “The whole evening is going to be wretched. I know it, I can feel it.”
“What nonsense,” said Leonora. “You can’t be worried you won’t have partners, Vivien.”
“Oh, it isn’t that, you idiot. But of course, you wouldn’t see, would you? You’re so wrapped up in your own little idyll, it wouldn’t occur to you that other people might not be as ecstatic about life as you!”
“I simply don’t understand this,” said Leonora. “Isobel, for heaven’s sake what is all this? You two look as though you ought to be going to a funeral tonight. Has something happened, and no one’s bothered to tell me?”
But Isobel did not seem inclined to answer. She turned back to the window and began to stare out.
“You are both impossible!” said Leonora, annoyed by their silence. “Well, do as you like, I don’t care. I am going downstairs to wear a hole in my dancing shoes! I don’t care for your secrets.”
***
When she had gone, Isobel said, “Oh dear, perhaps –”
“She’s no right to be so happy.”
“Don’t be bitter, Vivien, it doesn’t help anything.”
“You’re right, of course,” agreed Vivien, sitting down on the bed. “But I can’t help myself sometimes. She looks so pretty tonight. He’ll look at no one but her, I know it. He won’t even bother to ask me to dance.”
“He’s probably a dreadful dancer,” said Isobel.
“And I’m a fool to be upset. Look, Bel, I wish you would tell me what’s upsetting you. I don’t know if I can help –”
“You’ll know tomorrow,” she said, “when I upset the apple cart.”
“What?”
“Tomorrow,” said Isobel firmly. “Now go downstairs, and show him you don’t care by refusing to dance with him.”
“But I do care – I care terribly. That’s the impossible thing, isn’t it?” And Isobel, her mind and heart full of John, could not help saying: “Yes, yes, it is,” and she wished that the clock might stop then, that they might stay frozen there for ever, never having to face the future and the pain that it would inevitably bring. “Oh Vivien, I am so sorry.”
“Sorry for what?”
“It doesn’t matter, go downstairs now. I’ll be down presently.”
“If you are sure… ”
“Of course. Go on.”
She had finished her letters of farewell, but she still had a few things to do.
She went into her dressing-room and took from the press the large square basket she had bought at a blind asylum bazaar in London. She used it to carry occasional gifts to some of the old people on the estate and oddments of shopping from Port Blane. Leo always laughed at it, calling it her Lady Bountiful basket and berating its practicality and ugliness.
The task she had in mind was perhaps a trivial one, but in the circumstances it was very comforting. It directed her mind and eased it for a while from anxiety. Deciding what she would need to take with her, what she could manage to fit into that innocent and unremarkable basket, gave her the purpose she so needed. Each item she chose and rejected acted to strengthen her resolve. She was like the soldier who, when he reloads and resets his gun, feels that the mechanical motions are more important than the consequence of firing that gun. The meaning of what she did was irrelevant. It was what she did. She was beyond thinking about actions, about consequences, but was only now conscious of the need to act. She had to get her gun ready to fire.
She folded the clothes as neatly as she could but she was used to a maid’s help in this. She put them gently into the basket: a humble pile of underwear, stockings and gloves as well as a solitary pair of shoes. She could not help remembering that when she had gone to London, her shoes had been put in cotton bags to protect them, but she had no idea where such bags might be found. Besides, she was not Leonora with her passion for such niceties, and she threw a rolled-up nightdress to cover them. A spare linen blouse was all she still had to put in, apart from various toilet things. It was a long way from the large trunk and two hat-boxes of her last journey when she had gone to stay at Dandershall.
Dear God – Dandershall! How long ago that seemed, yet it had only been April when Freddy had been driving her round the vast estate there, showing her all her destiny. However, that was not her destiny. This basket, badly packed with only the scantiest necessities, was her destiny. It was something she could not have predicted although she had always expected something like Freddy and Dandershall. Perhaps that was why she had gone along with it all so tamely. And hadn’t John said it would be dangerous to know the future? Was it dangerous because then the rational, squashing side of one’s nature would prevent fulfilment? She knew that if, six months ago, she had been told she would be in love with a married man she would have avoided such men at all costs. But, innocently, she had walked into the glorious trap of her own true fate. She saw that now and it made her able to do that which previously had been unthinkable.
She covered the basket with her folded Buchanan plaid so that her hairbrush and hairpins should not be immediately obvious. She took her tweed riding coat and a plain skirt from the wardrobe, noticing how very little her packing had disturbed its contents. She laid them out on the bed, with a fresh blouse, ready to change into later that evening. She added a straw boater and a pair of tan driving gloves and that would be all. She would abandon the embroidered silk ball dress.
She, like her sister, examined her reflection in the long glass, but with little of the same satisfaction. She saw a traitor standing there, acting a part in a silk dress, when all the time betrayal was in her heart. But she straightened herself with the thought that this was the last evening of lying. The truth for them, at least, would soon be spoken.
***
Louis did not think he had ever seen Leonora look so lovely as that evening at dinner. Like the Castle, she was en fête, and she shone out amongst all the guests, a pale cloud of lilac, full of smiles and laughter, like the very embodiment of pleasure. Rory too was in annoying high spirits for someone who was picking quarrels everywhere. Louis had already had to endure a torrent of words from their mother reporting her encounter with Rory that morning, and it had taken all his efforts to calm her. Perhaps he should have stoked the fire instead. It would have been the easiest thing to get Rory’s scant allowance severed, but one could not really do such things to one’s own brother, no matter how enjoyable the revenge might be, and no matter how much Rory might deserve such a fate.
There was an atmosphere in the dining room that night of great festivity. The Gathering had dispelled the usual gloom, and with thirty odd guests around the table the grandeur did not seem so ridiculous. The gardens and glasshouses had been stripped bare, and the table was groaning with flowers and fruit interwoven with streamers of plaid ribbon. Even the food was better than usual, the wine considerably so. Indeed, Louis decided that the gods were at least still watching him when he discovered he was to sit next to Leonora, and that Rory had been placed at quite the other end of the table, between two. sallow looking debutantes.
If Leonora was disappointed, she was being too charming to him to show it. By the time they had reached the dessert and were diving into some rather voluptuous meringues, stuffed with cream and raspberries, he had quite forgotten about Rory.
“The ball will be rather splendid,” he remarked, sipping at his Sauternes.
“Oh yes, it will be, won’t it? I love nothing better than dancing. I should think you dance rather well, Louis,” she added with a giggle.
“You mean you hope I do,” he smiled. “In case I ask you.”
“Will you?”
“May I? I should have thought you were quite booked up, already.”
“You may,” she said.
“Then may I ask you for the supper waltz?” He did not for one minute think she would take up this offer, but to his surprise she smiled and said, “I should love to.”
He knew then he was going to lose his head. He could not help it: she was a creature who upset all normal considerations. He could not the let of the opportunity pass. Here was his chance to rescue her from Rory, to bring her to himself.
“You know,” he began, “I admire you tremendously. You are quite the most lovely woman I have ever met.”
She smiled graciously, as if she were a queen used to such flattery.
“You deserve to be terribly happy,” he went on.
“Oh I’m sure I will be,” she responded lightly.
“Are you sure?” he said. “Can he give you everything you want?”
“You mean Rory?” she asked.
“Yes, Rory.”
“What is it to you?”
“I’m concerned for you, Leo, because I love you.” There, he had said it now. “I should hate anything to happen to you. Rory has such wild notions.”
“Oh yes?” She sounded cool. His heart sank. The mood of intimacy was passing rapidly. He had misjudged the moment woefully.
“I love you, Leo, don’t you understand?” he persisted. Even if he stood no chance he was going to speak. He had to speak. “It would distress me more than anything if you were to be hurt. You’re too good for him. Please, for God’s sake, be careful.”
“Careful?” she said, incredulously.
“Yes. You don’t have to do what he says. He might try to be ungentlemanly.”
“Ungentlemanly,” she repeated, and he saw her lip quiver. She bit it, and then put her hand over her mouth. But it was clear enough that she was suppressing a laugh. “Oh Louis, really!” she exclaimed, hardly bothering to conceal her laughter now. “Really, what nonsense!” she added, and reached out to take an apricot from a dish. She bit into it, with disturbing sensuality.
“It isn’t nonsense,” he pressed on.
“Yes it is,” she said tartly, her laughter gone. “Because you know nothing about it.”
Suddenly she was rising from her seat, and his own heart was sinking. The ladies were withdrawing, in a tremendous fluttering of pale skirts. He staggered to his feet and watched her go, sailing through them all, her back set in a hard straight line which suggested he had insulted her deeply.
He sat down again and stabbed his fork into a slice of unripe peach which lay on his plate as if it were Rory’s heart. Rory had no damned right to make love to her like that, as if she were nothing but a shop girl or a barmaid. He could have no serious intentions. He had nothing to offer but heart-break. How could she not see that?
That, of course, was what hurt most of all, her complete acquiescence. She was obviously powerless to resist him, and Louis began to worry that Rory might let his sense of power run away with him. He probably would not hesitate to seduce her if he could. Perhaps he had already. The thought of that was sickening, and he could not help noticing the way his brother piled his plate with food. Rory had always been greedy, greedy for everything life had to offer, and there was no reason that a man who was proud to think of himself as a Caliban would find any serious scruples to prevent him from taking that ultimate liberty. But damn him, how could he? Leonora was not made for that. She was made to be a wife, an honoured, respected creature, not subject to the whims of male passion. It was true, he could not deny, he should have liked to lie with her himself. Nothing would have made him happier, but such privileges came only with the responsibilities of marriage, the responsibilities of being a protector and provider. Leonora couldn’t be used like a cheap whore without a thought of responsibility. But that was Rory always – incapable of accepting responsibility. Never in his life had be been able to do that.
The gentlemen did not spend as long as usual over the port, conscious that the ladies would be angry if they had to wait for their dancing. Louis felt reluctant to get up and lingered in his chair, finishing a final glass. As Rory passed him, he reached out and caught his arm.
“Rory, might I have a word?” He was determined now; he would speak.
“You sound like Mama, damn you,” said Rory, suspiciously.
They were alone in the dining room now and Louis could sense a fight in the air. He supposed he should hold his tongue, but he had had a little too much of that of late.
“Sit down,” he said.
“Ah, the authoritative approach,” said Rory. He pulled out a chair, irritably, and straddled it. “I hope this won’t take too long.”
Louis could feel an expression of contempt forming on his features. There was something about Rory’s aggressive posture which made it impossible to avoid it happening. And why should he avoid it? The beggar deserved a good dressing down.
“You’re going to get yourself in a bloody mess if you are not careful,” he said.
Rory did not say anything but raised an eyebrow. He reached into his pocket and pulled out his cigarette case. Calmly he offered it to Louis.
“Did you hear me, Rory?”
“Of course,” he said, tapping a cigarette on the hard cover of the case. “Are you sure you won’t smoke?”
“Quite sure. You do know what I’m talking about, don’t you?”
“Not really,” said Rory, “but if it makes you feel better to give me a moral lecture now and again, well, it’s obviously a tradition in this family.”
“I’m talking about Leonora.”
“None of your business,” he said lightly, blowing a haze of smoke between them.
“A bloody mess, do you understand, that’s what you are heading for there.”
“You know nothing about it,” said Rory, echoing Leonora.
“I know that you don’t treat girls like that the way you’ve been doing. She isn’t just anybody!”
“No, no, far from it. That’s the charm, isn’t it? She’s not like anyone I’ve ever met before, and if you think you can tell me what to do –”
“I am telling you to stop it, now!” he cut in. “Before she gets hurt, before you both do something you regret. I saw you this afternoon, after the race – it was a disgraceful exhibition.”
“What we do is none of your priggish business, Louis. And it never will be. What gives you the right to think you can tell me what to do?”
“Because I’m your brother, and the head of this family!”
“Oh don’t get pompous, Lou, you’ll explode.”
“I am worried about what you are doing. You can’t treat her like a bit of petticoat. You can’t carry on as you are. Where the devil will it lead? You can’t marry her, can you?”
“Marry her?” said Rory, incredulously, confirming Louis’s worst fears.
“It never crossed your mind, did it?” he said with a sigh. “But that’s what she’ll expect – and then, are you going to make the poor girl wait for years until you can support her? How will you support her?”
“I’m not going to marry her.”
“Then you are more of a bastard than I thought.”
“I don’t believe in marriage. It’s a criminal institution. It’s just a trap invented by society to keep us all in our places, and to keep women in theirs especially. There is no way in which I would inflict that on the person I love. I wouldn’t want to enslave her.”
“For God’s sake, Rory, be realistic.”
“I am being realistic. Brutally so. I don’t have any romantic dreams. Look at Mama and Papa – were they happy? Not for one moment were they. It would have been better for both of them if they hadn’t married. Papa would probably still be alive and Mama wouldn’t be such a twisted, miserable individual. Besides, real love doesn’t need artificial bonds to keep it in place.”
“Have you told Leo this?”
“She knows my views.”
“But does she agree with them?”
“She hasn’t said anything to the contrary.”
“I shouldn’t expect that she would contradict you. You have probably bowled her over with a tide of fine words.”
“Perhaps she does agree.”
“I doubt it. Most women are more sensible than you, Rory. They have their futures to think of. She has hers to think of, and if you have any sort of regard for her, you will think of it also. If you do what I think you want to do, then you are a barbarian and you will destroy her. Is that what you want?”
“You mean if I sleep with her?” he said. “Can’t you say that directly?”
“I mean if you seduce her.”
“Seduce her! God in heaven, Lou, that’s the vocabulary of the melodrama.”
“She’s a very innocent girl, Rory. I won’t let you do it.”
“Innocent?” Rory shook his head. “She isn’t innocent. She’s a real woman who has command and control of herself. That is what is so wonderful about her. She’s not the schoolroom chit you think she is.”
“And whose fault is that?”
“No one’s fault. There is no fault in it, and certainly not mine, whatever you think. You have an obscene view of women, Louis, for an intelligent man. You would rather they were pure-hearted, ignorant creatures kept in domestic slavery, wouldn’t you? You don’t want them to be like us.”
“I can think of nothing worse. Men are despicable creatures. We need good women to keep us straight, Rory.”
“That’s ridiculous. Wouldn’t you rather a woman looked you in the face than bowed her head to you? Or do you feel threatened by such a thought?”
“We are getting away from the point here.”
“This is the point. You can’t possibly understand how things are between Leo and me if you don’t see that I respect her far more than you could possibly comprehend.”
“You call that respect!"
‘Yes, true respect. What bird in a cage ever got respect?”
“You’ve no idea,” said Louis. “You are a fool, Rory, you always were, but this is titanic foolery! You may as well slap a woman across the face as offer her your sort of respect.”
“At least that is honest. I shouldn’t clap her into your golden chains of respectable marriage. I wouldn’t destroy her with it.”
“You are just making excuses because you don’t stand a chance of marrying her, Rory. Be truthful about that, for God’s sake. Do you think our uncle would ever consent to it? In fact, I’m surprised he hasn’t horsewhipped you already, the way you’ve been going on with her.”
“Is that what you would like, Louis? You would like to see me humiliated, wouldn’t you? You don’t give a damn that I might be happy with her, happier now than I have ever been in my life. I have found my life, found sense in it, for heaven’s sake, and all you can do is preach like some lily-livered parson. Does it all frighten you too much?”
“I’m just trying to warn you, you stupid –”
“Well I won’t be warned, not by you, not by anyone.”
“If you had an ounce of honour in you, Rory –”
“I wouldn’t want your whore-keeping honour. That’s it isn’t it, really? You can’t bear the thought of me enjoying her, of her enjoying it, can you? You don’t think nice women should, do you? That’s just for the tarts you and your fine Foreign Office colleagues pick up at the Haymarket.”
“How dare you speak of her like that? You can’t love her, not in the slightest. The only thing you love is your own revolting self-indulgence. But I’m telling you, Rory,” he said, getting to his feet and gripping the back of Rory’s chair, so that their eyes met, “if you lay so much as a finger more on her, I’ll make sure that you never touch another woman. God, you disgust me!”
He saw a flicker of bitter amusement cross Rory’s face and realised he had betrayed too much.
“She’s not interested, Lou,” Rory said, with elaborate casualness. “You had better resign yourself to that.” And he slipped off the chair, and walked away, his hands in his pockets.
Chapter 11
The last dance before the supper waltz was a galop, and Jim Henderson had asked Vivien for it. He seemed rather pleased to see her when he came up to claim her.
“You know, you are the first lass I’ve danced with tonight that I wanted to,” he said.
“I’m glad to hear you’ve been doing your duty.” She had noticed that her mother had been carefully introducing him to the dullest people in the room – the minister and his family, for example, the doctor and his spinster sister – people whom Lady Buchanan considered rather middle class. “Poor Jim – you didn’t stand a chance, did you?”
“No, I didn’t. Where did your mother find such girls? Does she think I’m a danger to women and not to be allowed near the interesting ones?”
“It’s her terrible snobbery. Still, when you are president of the Royal Academy, she’ll be singing a different tune, won’t she?”
“Some hope, that,” he said.
“Mr Cameron is quite convinced of it. And he should know, being an aesthete and all that.”
“He did like the picture,” he admitted.
“Oh yes, of course he did! He was rapturous about it. And so he should be. It’s very good.”
“You’re a vain quean, Vivien Buchanan. It’s only because you’re in it and looking bonny.”
“Am I not bonny anyway?”
“Very,” he said, and they began to dance.
She liked the way they could talk together. It was very comfortable, although she knew that her mother would have been very shocked by it. She did not know that they used Christian names, for example. But Vivien did not care. Jim Henderson was one of the first people she had ever met to treat her like an adult with intelligence of her own. Rory was another.
Thankfully, he wasn’t dancing with Leo that time but with Isobel. Leo was dancing with Freddy, and Vivien, seeing them from the corner of her eye as they whirled round, could not help herself thinking that they made an extraordinarily handsome couple. It was as if some aesthetic principle had put them together on the dance floor and made their being together absolutely right in that moment. As she saw them, she wished suddenly that it was Leo who was marrying him. Leo would make a resplendent Duchess and, more importantly, then she would not care one jot for Rory. Vivien knew the way Leo’s mind worked. A strawberry-leaf coronet would be too much temptation for her. But as they turned again in the dance, away from them, she remembered that men controlled the balance of such affairs. Freddy had chosen Isobel, and Rory, damn him, oh damn him, had chosen Leo.
Her annoyance must have shown. Jim asked, “Something wrong?”
“I’d rather sit out the rest of this.”
“Of course.” He led her from the floor. Suddenly, as they stood in silence at the edge of the great hall, it struck her how lifeless it all was, despite all those beautiful clothes and the brisk tempo of the music. There was no soul in it, or at least no soul that she wanted to share in.
“You know what we should do,” she said suddenly to Jim. “We should go to the ceilidh.”
“Where?”
“At the home farm – it’s for the people on the estate. Hugh took me once, when I was little. It was wonderful. More fun than this, anyway. You ought to see it. It’s a real Highland thing.”
“Won’t they notice we’ve gone?” he wanted to know.
“My mother is getting to you:
“I don’t want your father thinking I’ve abducted you.”
“No one will notice we’ve gone. We are insignificant. Come on, shall we?”
It was not difficult to slip away, for, as they left, the others were beginning to go down to supper in the other direction. She enjoyed this recklessness, but she wished it had been Rory walking along to the home farm in the moonlight with her. Yet that was an impossibility, and Jim was a comfortable, sympathetic companion. She thought of pouring her heart out to him, but it didn’t seem fair to burden him. It might destroy the gentle balance of their friendship.
As they walked, the sound of fiddles and squeeze-box playing an energetic reel made it clear that the ceilidh was in full swing.
“Aye, this is more the thing,” said Jim, as they walked across the yard. As they passed through the doors of the barn there was a wonderful smell of whisky and beer and straw, and smiling faces greeted them.
“Ah, did ye get bored with the grand party, Miss Viv?” said Frazer, one of the ghillies. “Mr Hugh’s up there in the corner.”
Hugh was deep in conversation with two or three of the crofters and she felt all her anxiety about Alison Macrae vanish. Hugh had run away, just as she had done. She waved across at him and he beamed back, tranquil as ever, amongst his people. He would be the best laird Blane had ever had.
“Can I get you a dram, sir?” Frazer was asking Jim.
“I wish people wouldn’t call me sir!” exclaimed Jim, pulling loose his white evening tie. “But I would never refuse a drop of the real stuff.” He was looking around in wonderment. “Oh, why haven’t I got my sketch-book?”
“Not now,” said Vivien. “Look, we have a dance to finish.”
“Take your places, please, for Strip the Willow,” shouted someone.
“Will this one do?” said Jim.
She nodded and they joined the line of couples, and for the first time in days she forgot herself and forgot Rory, and gave herself up to the simple pleasure of the dance.
***
“Where is Vivien?” demanded Lady Buchanan. “I can’t see her anywhere.”
“She’s probably just gone out for a breath of air,” said Isobel. “Really, Mama, I’m sure there’s nothing to worry about.”
“She was dancing with Mr Henderson,” said Lady Buchanan. “And I can’t see him, either. You don’t suppose – she couldn’t. Not even Vivien would be so stupid.”
“No, of course not, Mama,” said Isobel. “It’s just a silly coincidence. He’s probably off sketching. You know what he is like.”
“That terrible little man! I can’t think why we have had to put up with him, really. And where is Hugh?”
“With Vivien, no doubt,” said Isobel. “Now Mama, why don’t you go and talk to the Auchincrues? They are looking rather lost.”
“Yes, they are, aren’t they? What a clever girl you are, Bel. No wonder Freddy chose you. You will be an admirable hostess. Better than even I have been.”
“I don’t think so, Mama,” said Isobel.
“I’m sure of it. I should never have managed tonight without you, dear.” She sailed away through the crowd in the supper room towards the disappointed parents of Alison Macrae. They had hoped to announce an engagement the next day but Hugh had not obliged them. There would be more than one storm tomorrow.
She returned to her table, where Freddy was holding forth in his pleasant way to the random companions one acquires at ball suppers. She did not sit down at once, and found that he at once excused himself on seeing her.
“I thought we could take a turn in the garden,” he said, taking her arm. “I’ve hardly seen you today.”
“I know.” She wished he was not pressing her quite so closely to him. “I’m so sorry. It’s just Mama needed some one to help her.” She could not say she had been finding excuses to avoid him.
“Of course – you are a sweet child, aren’t you?” he said. “Now forget about duty, and come with me.”
She wondered whether she should drag up some excuse. A tête-à-tête in the garden would be disastrous but it seemed there was no way she could avoid it. Perhaps it would be better to go after all, so as not to raise his suspicions, but she could not imagine what she would do if he tried to kiss her. It was most likely that he would.
So, nervously, she let him talk as they walked along the terrace. She could not avoid leaning on his arm, but she tried to keep her distance between them. Then, as they went down the steps to the garden, she saw that John was already there, standing like a phantom waiting for her. She felt her heart leap into her throat and she wanted to rush over to him and throw herself into his arms, as if that was the only way she could make the situation clear to Freddy.
“Another nocturnal prowler!” said Freddy, hailing him. “This Highland moonlight is irresistible, isn’t it Cameron?”
John did not respond but gave her a vaguely questioning look. “Have you changed your mind?” it said.
She shook her head, instinctively, and then seeing that Freddy was looking at her, was forced to convert it into a shiver.
“Oh you’re shivering, my love!” said Freddy. “How stupid of me to drag you out here without giving you time to fetch a wrap. I’ll run and get one for you. Look after her will you, Cameron?” and he sprinted off towards the Castle.
They came closer to each other, but held some distance between them, knowing that they must be restrained.
“How nice people become when you’re going to do something beastly to them,” she said.
“I can’t say that of Hester. She has been impossible. Are you all ready to go?”
She nodded and stretched out her hand. He touched it very gently, as if he had never touched it before.
“Oh, John, I’m afraid,” she whispered. “I’m so terribly afraid. What is going to happen to us?”
“It isn’t too late to go back,” he said.
“No, don’t say that,” she said. “Anything but that. I can’t marry him. He repulses me. Just now, when he held my arm...”
“He’s coming back,” said John, and stepped away.
She turned and saw him coming down the steps, looming towards them.
“There,” he said, putting the wrap around her shoulders. “Now, Cameron, you will understand that we are hopeless young romantics and that we wish to be alone.”
His tone sounded positively lecherous and although Isobel was sure he planned nothing more than kisses, she knew she could not bear those any more. It would be dishonourable to be alone with him now.
“Really, Freddy!” she exclaimed with all the brightness she could manage. “How very rude you are! And what about me? I’m not a hopeless young romantic, you know. I rather fancy dancing some more.”
He seemed only slightly surprised at this first sign of waywardness in her.
“Do you?” he said. “Well I suppose you haven’t had your fill of dances yet, have you?”
“No, I certainly haven’t. And I should hate to miss the lancers, Freddy.” And she broke away from him to demonstrate a prancing, lancers step, flinging her arms into the air.
“Very well,” he said. “You shall have your dancing, miss.”
Her relief at having escaped was profound and she glanced at John. He was smiling mildly and enigmatically, that society manner of his which she knew now was a mask habitually worn for protection. She too wore a mask that night, a mask which she longed to strip off to reveal her true feelings. But the charade had to continue for some hours yet.
They went back into the great hall where the dancing was just starting again after supper. Someone rushed up to claim his dance, and she was thankfully whisked away from both Freddy and John.
“I feel a scoundrel dragging you away from your fiancé, Miss Buchanan,” said her partner.
“Oh don’t worry, please!” said Isobel, with a terrible brightness. They began to dance. This would be the last one. After this, she would leave the hall, and disappear. A headache was easily contrived.
***
Rory was beginning to worry that Leonora would not come. They had arranged to meet at the Orangery at midnight, and now it was a quarter past. Waiting and too much wine had made him nervous, unsure about being there at all. He was not experienced with women. Unlike his friends, he had held back, saving himself for a glorious first encounter, sanctioned by real love, and earlier he had been convinced that was what he wanted, indeed that was what Leonora had wanted. Hadn’t she agreed to meet him promptly enough? That had given him such hope – and yet now she was late and it rattled him.
The whole day had rattled him, starting with that quarrel with his mother. To quarrel with her was like having someone suck at his blood. It exhausted him: that terrible mixture of rage and frustration. He might as well batter his head against a wall as have any hope of being understood by her. It was not in her nature to understand, as it was not in his nature to obey her. But obedience was what she demanded, and understanding, at least some small glimmering of it, was what he craved from her so that he should not always feel like a wilful monster in her presence. “But damn it, I shan’t let it get me! I will not lie down on the altar of respectability and bleed for her sake.”
He turned sharply and saw Leonora coming across the lawn towards the Orangery. The sight of her made his mind empty for a moment. Like a ghost she hovered at the open doorway, dressed in some pale, hazy stuff which made her shine, like a candle flame against the darkness outside. But if she appeared ethereal, the effect she produced in him was not. He felt himself shake with desire and stopped in his tracks, frozen as if his mind, let alone his body, could not cope with so much beauty.
And then she smiled at him, through that veil of moonlight, and stretched out her hands to him, as if begging him to come to her, to kiss her, to hold her.
He ran up to her and wrapped his arms around her, crushing her almost. He lifted her up and swung her about, waltzing with her, ecstatic at the sudden closeness of her. The prison, the trap, vanished. Here, with his arms about her, he was free, they were both free. Every kiss was a liberation from the old ways. There were not beholden to any one except themselves, to their own triumphant and glorious desire. He knew then why people called it dirty – they were afraid of it, afraid of its transforming power. A single breath of power he felt now could blow up a hundred cities more effectively than any anarchist gunpowder.
He stood, his hands on her cheeks, her wonderful puissant violet eyes gazing up at him, killing him with their intense, eager gaze.
“I want you,” he said. His voice was hoarse and dry with excitement. “I want all of you, to be so close to you…”
She nodded, her lips slightly parted. She was breathing as hard as he was. In fact he felt dizzy for lack of air. He had not really hoped she would say yes and yet she nodded, her fingers pressing into his shoulders, her eyes wide with anticipation.
For a moment he hesitated. She seemed vulnerable and very young as she stood in this place where no doubt she had once brought her dolls and her dreams. He wondered which was the greater violation; to invade that secret past of hers or to invade her body.
But she slipped into his arms again, pressing her lithe slenderness against him. He found himself fumbling with the hooks and eyes at the back of her dress. They seemed welded together and he had little success. So he bent and kissed her bare shoulders, caressing them with his hands, and discovered that the tulle about the top of her bodice concealed the gentle curve of the top of her breasts. He buried his face into it, drowning in a smell of warm flesh and lavender water. She seemed to gasp, and he clutched at her hips, loathing the stiff whalebone armour of her stays which came between them.
“Oh God,” he muttered, unable to think what to do next. He found he was twitching with desire and with utter frustration.
In the corner of the Orangery was a pile of old sacks and blankets, not the most appetising bed, but it would have to do.
“Let’s sit down,” he said, throwing himself down on it.
Gratifyingly she sat down, leaning against him affectionately like a cat.
“Do you love me?” she asked.
“Yes,” he told her, kissing her. With a careless hand, he pushed up her silk skirt and revealed a complication of white lawn and lace. He could not help wondering if women chose such things with men in mind, even if men were not supposed to see them. There was something unbearably tantalising about those soft layers. Not an inch of flesh was visible. So he pulled off one of her satin slippers and kissed her stockinged foot. She began to laugh, irresistibly.
“Oh Rory!” she said, and he laughed too and began to kiss her leg. She shuddered with delight.
He broke away and began to pull off his clothes. He saw that she was staring up at him.
“What are you doing?”
“Worshipping.” He bent to kiss her feet again. But she caught his chin with a gracious hand, and eyes that were suddenly serious gazed at him. Unable to resist any longer he pressed himself against her, launching himself at her with such force that she fell backwards, her knees tipping upwards so that she lay waiting for him. Desperate now, he fiddled with the buttons on her combinations. She shook as he did it.
He fumbled to get inside her, the pleasure of the moment spoilt by his inexperience. He saw her face, which had been expectant, screw up with pain which made him want to stop the attempt. But something more fundamental drove him on and he realised he could not stop. He battered in for three or four times and then she cried out with a great squawk of pain as he broke through. Now she lay underneath him, quite his victim, and it disturbed him. His weight held her in place and her eyes were full of apprehension. What had happened to the sensuality of a moment ago, to the prospect of easy ecstasy? It had turned into a battle. She could not want him to go on: her eyes said it; those sharp, nervous noises she let out said it; the way she dug her fingers into his back said it. But his body would not permit him to stop. There was a fuse inside him burning up fast and he began to bring himself against her with desperate force and speed. Never had he understood the animal nature of man as clearly as then, as he pushed on and on, indifferent to her suffering, intent only on his own pleasure, on his own need to throw out his seed and reproduce. It had nothing to do with love, that terrific drive for climax.
It came quickly enough, for which he was both thankful and disappointed. He collapsed on to her, sweating and panting, full of remorse and yet he knew he was satisfied as he had never been before.
“I’m sorry. . .” he managed to say, finding the energy to stroke her cheek. She said nothing and then he felt her move beneath him. He thought for a moment she was trying to get free and was about to lift himself up, but she clasped her arms about him and held him still. Then he felt her lock her legs about his back and she began to slide herself with tiny movements backwards and forwards, producing in him a feeling of intense discomfort. He wanted to shout out, “Stop, for God’s sake!” but she had not stopped him, for all his violence. He recognised in her fierce eyes the same desperate pursuit for self-satisfaction which had ridden roughshod over him. Gradually she moved faster and faster, and he gritted his teeth, as no doubt she had done. Then suddenly she let out a large gasp, like someone who has been holding her breath, and she let go of him. He felt her relax under him, as if every muscle had snapped.
He heaved himself up on to his hands and knees, pulling himself out of her. She looked up at him, her face glowing now and she began to laugh, not contemptuously, but at some wonderful, private absurdity.
Chapter 12
The last part of their journey was the slowest, as the steamer crawled through such a mass of shipping that it seemed to Isobel it might never find a safe passage. It was almost two o’clock and the night was humid with a hint of a storm in the air, but the lights of the city burned on insouciantly. They were man-made marvels which cared nothing for the wrath of nature.
Isobel leant over the rail and stared at the dark, oily waters of the Clyde, glad of the little breeze from the water, which was not a true breeze but only caused by the motion of the boat as it pushed through the sluggish air. She felt hot and sticky, desperate for a bath and a little private comfort. They had spent most of the passage skulking in a corner of the first-class saloon, a little afraid perhaps that she might be recognised. It had not happened, of course, but the anxiety was exhausting. Now she willed the boat to go faster.
John reappeared. He had gone to wash his face and returned to her with his hair falling damply forward, which made him look boyish.
“Not too much further, I think,” he said, peering ahead.
“I hope not. I think we are going through treacle.” He nodded and put his arm about her shoulders and she leant against him, enjoying the comfort of their new and constant intimacy. But she also knew that this was not enough. There was a desire in both of them for something more which was making this slow journey difficult to bear. She so much wanted to be alone with him.
“How hot your hands are.” His were cool from their recent washing.
“I’m burning,” she admitted, and waved her left hand a little to air it. He caught it and kissed her fingertips.
“I’ve something for you,” he said, digging into his pocket. “I didn’t want to give you this inside, and this isn’t exactly how I’d planned it either, but needs must.” He pressed the thing into her hand and closed her fingers around it. “Don’t drop it,” he said.
She opened her fingers and saw it was, as she had guessed, a ring: a plain gold band, rather slender.
“It was my mother’s wedding ring,” he said. “I can’t give it you as I’d like, but I want it to mean exactly the same.”
She nodded and slipped it on to her finger. It fitted closely in the heat but she would not have swapped it for any other. There was nothing that need be said, no need for protestations and avowals. Those belonged to the rules of another world now. They had created a fresh world for themselves.
And so, when the boat finally docked, and they came down the gangplank and with difficulty found a cab, she knew that now she was committed, that nothing could turn her back. She had had no white dress or flowers but she now felt as irrevocably wedded to John as any new bride driving to a hotel for the first night of her honeymoon, as they drove in the first throes of the thunderstorms to the Grand Hotel at Charing Cross. No one, it seemed, suspected otherwise, from the porter who showed them upstairs to the maid who came to turn down the bed. Perhaps the aura of orange blossom hung about her.
Isobel had never stayed in a hotel before. Her family connections were such that any journey could be accomplished by staying with friends or relations. The sumptuous impersonality of the hotel room, with its icy-green silk hangings and immaculate expensive furniture, made her slightly uneasy. She found herself staring about rather diffidently.
“Isn’t this awful?” said John, touching one of the encrusted golden fringes on the bed curtains so that they shook.
“I think they should at least chime,” she said, and they both began to laugh at the absurdity of their surroundings.
“Only for one night,” he told her. “I promise. I intend, if all goes well – and if you agree, of course, that we shall be in Italy by the end of the week.”
“Italy?” she asked. “Really?” He nodded. “Oh yes, that would be wonderful. I’ve always dreamt of Italy, you know, and I never thought I should get there.”
“Wouldn’t Freddy have taken you there on your honeymoon?”
“I doubt it. He wouldn’t be amused by poking around old churches and palazzos.”
“And that’s what you’d like?”
“Nothing better. I feel so ignorant, you see, John. I’ve never learnt anything about anything.”
He smiled broadly. “Then you wouldn’t mind living in Venice for a while? I do have Carpaccio to finish, you see. I think you might be quite amused, I have friends there and –”
“Do you think you need to convince me?” She laughed, amused by his hesitant manner.
“I don’t want to do anything that you wouldn’t like. This is a partnership, Isobel, isn’t it?”
“But I’d go to darkest Africa with you, if you liked!” she cried extravagantly.
“All this from the girl who cried so bitterly at the thought of leaving Blane,” he said.
“That was because I didn’t have a good enough reason for going,” she told him. “Now I have.”
“I cannot argue with that,” he said, grinning, “Although you are a terrible thing for my vanity, Isobel. I shall become unbearable.”
“I shall keep you in hand, don’t worry,” she said brightly, going to the bathroom door. “Goodness, look at this!” At Blane hip-baths before the fire were the rule and although she had seen bathrooms in other people’s houses, they bore no resemblance to this luxurious room. It was tiled almost to the ceiling in a chequerboard pattern of white and emerald green tiles which glittered under the gaslight. The bath itself sat on clawed feet in the centre of the room, imperially large. She thought how often she had crouched uncomfortably in the green enamel slipper-baths at Blane, which one could only ever expect to be half-full of tepid water because a full, really hot, bath was far too much work for the maids.
“I am beginning to think you are an urchin from the gutter, Isobel,” said John coming in and turning the taps on, “and not a baronet’s daughter. Have you been telling me the truth?”
Hot, steaming water began to gush from the tap.
“Of course, of course,” she protested. “It’s just that at Blane we don’t have any bathrooms.”
“Then you had better have a bath,” said John, and turning her around he began to undo the tiny buttons which fastened up her blouse. At first she wanted to laugh, but something about the very gentleness of his action silenced her. She felt she was being unfurled, like some precious object from a layer of wrapping. There was a quiet, controlled excitement there, a deliberate tantalising which enchanted her. Then he loosened her long, tight cuffs and with an elegant, easy motion, swept the blouse from her and dropped it on to the floor. Still standing behind her, he bent and kissed her shoulder-blades as his hands gently covered her breasts and squeezed open the fastening of her stays. She felt herself relax entirely under his touch, as he liberated each part of her from its confinement of clothing. At last, when she was quite naked, he took her hand and made her step from the pool of her abandoned clothes. The bath was full now and the room thick with delicious steam. But she scarcely wanted to get in. She did not wish to distance herself at all from the wonderful promise of his touch.
“Don’t worry,” he said, reading her mind again, and she climbed in, and sank slowly into the water, stretching her bare limbs in the warmth and finding an abandonment of self that she had never known before. And then she smiled, for he was undressing now and soon his tall well-made figure was shadowing over her, giving her a vision of male beauty she could not have guessed at. He seemed a perfect equilibrium between strength and tenderness. As he climbed into the bath and she felt his bare flesh against hers, she knew that in this first intimacy of bathing together lay the seed of a fine, strong plant, a plant whose existence was vehemently denied by many but which she knew then must have expression in any sort of civilised life.
Tenderly, they washed and kissed each other, and as the water cooled they got out and wrapped themselves in large white towels so that they looked, for a while, like fancy-dress ancients. After a bombardment of embraces Isobel fell back on to the bed and he laid himself against her, came into her and took her virginity with such kindness that the little pain she felt hardly mattered. He pushed with slow strokes into her, with such depth and strength that her whole body began to vibrate with the pleasure of it, like the bronze of some great bell. As it increased she began to think she could not bear such depth of feeling and then suddenly the constriction broke and a wave of delicious lassitude spread across her so that she shouted aloud at it. Such a look of happiness crossed his face at that, and he began to thrust himself in more quickly and with more violence. But it did not matter, she could not have cared what he did. She only felt giddy with what she had just experienced. He collapsed on to her with a groan, and lay breathing hard against her. His hand reached out and clasped hers. How close they felt, how extraordinarily close. Nothing could divide them now. They were locked together into one being.
Chapter 13
It was almost dawn when Leonora woke up. In fact, she had hardly been asleep, for Rory had stolen the lion’s share of the rough blankets with which they had made a rudimentary bed on the Orangery floor. He was still deeply asleep and did not stir as she sat up.
She looked about her, vaguely depressed. Her head was aching – she had drunk far too much, and the sight of their clothes, crumpled and scattered about, was sordid. She would have rather been comfortable in her own bed. She reached out over Rory and grabbed her combinations, hating the feel of the cold air across her bare body. It was very ridiculous to have come here at all.
She struggled into her combinations, glad to feel some soft cotton against her skin instead of the rough blanket and Rory’s rather sticky flesh. He had been sweating a great deal, like a horse almost, when he had made love to her, as if the effort was killing him. Now he stirred and opened his eyes.
“Oh don’t go,” he said, reaching a sleepy hand up to her.
“I’m frozen.” She was crawling over him to retrieve her clothes. Her dress lay in a terrible heap, its beautiful fabric reproaching her for such ill treatment.
“Then come here.”
“No thank you. I want my own bed.”
“Surely not,” he said. “I don’t know how you can think of sleeping alone again.”
“Because I didn’t sleep,” she told him, pulling on her stockings. “Look, I shall have to get back smartish or they’ll know I’ve gone.” She could not help sighing as she noticed the great tear in her best petticoat. “Oh goodness, this is ruined.”
He laughed at that.
“Don’t weep over petticoats, Leo, they’re not important. We are important.”
She looked down at him. She could not be so sure any more. The thin morning light was beginning to make her realise that she might have done something colossally stupid. She turned away, not wishing to look at him any more, and continued to get dressed.
“Oh yes,” he went on. “We’ve got to decide a few things, I think.”
“What?” she asked.
“Where we are going to go, for example. I think we should go away together, don’t you?”
For a moment she didn’t know what to say, but stared at him, unable to stop thinking how much she disliked the shadow of stubble that had grown across his face.
“I fancy Italy,” he said. “It’s supposed to be cheap, and I like the thought of you in the sun. We could go to Rome or Naples and live in a little room and forget about the rest of the world.”
“You’ve no money.”
“I’ve a hundred a year. That’s perfectly all right for most people. We could manage easily on that.”
“Are you asking me to marry you?” she said.
“Oh no, I shouldn’t dream of insulting you with that. No, I want us to go away together. We can’t stay here, can we? This damned, secretive behaviour is hypocritical.”
“You want me to be your mistress?”
“My lover,” he amended, getting up and trying to embrace her. But she pushed him away, repulsed suddenly by his bony blotchy body.
“A hundred a year?” she said. “Is that all you have?”
“My mother did give me an allowance when I was up at Cambridge, but I don’t want any more from her. She demands too much for it. But what are we talking about money for, Leo? Money doesn’t matter – we matter.”
“Money does matter,” she said, snatching up her dress.
“You think it does, but one can manage on much less than one imagines. We are all spoilt in our class. It would be good for us. We’d be free on so little.”
“You call living in a rotten little room in Naples freedom?”
“Yes, if it’s what I decide I want.”
“What you want, yes,” she retorted. “But I’m afraid it doesn’t sound very agreeable to me.”
“But I thought you understood –” he began.
“Understood what?”
“That –” he broke off, a vaguely pained expression on his face. “Oh Leo, you must see that we can’t be apart now. Too much has happened.”
“Yes, far too much,” she said tartly. “And I think the best thing would be if we stopped it all now! It’s gone too far.”
“You’re just afraid, my love,” he said. “But overcome the fear and you’ll see that the future can only be wonderful. Away from all this we can be really happy. The break will be difficult, but –”
She shook her head.
“Do you think I am such a fool, Rory, as to fall for your love in a cottage notions? I know that makes people miserable.”
“But, Leo, you gave yourself to me,” he said. “Doesn’t that show what you feel? Think about that.”
“I have been thinking about it! And I think I’ve been very, very stupid. This whole thing is out of hand. You should never have kissed me, Rory Faulkner. You can’t do such things. It only makes things difficult.
“I kissed you, yes, but you kissed me back, Leo. You gave as good as you got, you can’t deny it. And that’s why I thought you understood me, that you believe in free love as well.”
“Free love! Oh, don’t be ridiculous. We were flirting, that’s all, and it got out of hand, very out of hand. And I want it to stop, now!”
“You can’t stop this. You can’t deny your feelings. It’s gone too far for stopping.”
“No, it hasn’t,” she said, pushing her feet into her shoes, realising now she must make a hasty exit.
“Look, Rory, I have the rest of my life to think about.”
He grabbed her arm and spoke fiercely. “I never thought you’d be selfish.”
“I think you are the selfish one. How can you possibly think I’d want to go and live like that with no hope of anything? Let go of me, you’re hurting me.”
“I don’t believe you.” He did not release her. “You’re denying yourself Leo. You’re a free spirit – that’s what I fell in love with.”
“Then fall out of love with it,” she said, wresting free.
“I won’t give up, you know,” he told her, “I never give up. I’m not going to stand by and let you deny yourself. We’ll go, just you wait and see.”
“No, we will not. You can go to the devil, but I won’t go with you!”
“Yes, you will, you will,” he said. “You won’t be able to do without me. You and I are one now. You’ll be killing half of yourself if you don’t,”
“What rot!” she said, fumbling to close the last hook of her dress. “Now leave me alone!” and she ran out of the Orangery into the morning air.
She ran back towards the house, finding that there were tears running down her cheeks but whether they were from sadness or relief she hardly knew.
***
Rory sat in a wicker chair in the Orangery and stared at the painting and particularly at Leonora. Jim’s version of her was essentially enigmatic. All the beauty was there but there was a frightening, impassive quality about her, as if she were not supposed to be understood. Certainly he had failed on that score.
Her sudden reluctance seemed incredible. It was as if he running across an open plain with no obstacles, only to find himself crashing headlong into a great wall. The night had transform from a beautiful, yielding, laughing girl into a shrill-tongued moralist who wanted nothing to do with him. He could not understand had happened. Had he misread her so badly? Had he forced her against her will? With a thumping headache from too much claret he began to wonder – perhaps he had lost his head over her and gone too far. But it had been so wonderful – and now, it seemed, it was all over.
He had so much wanted to go away with her. As he had fallen asleep with her cradled in his arms, he had been thinking of all the nights they might spend together in some warm, vibrant city. He had thought, hoped so much, that was what she wanted too, but she had turned her pretty nose up at it very thoroughly. “You can go to the devil, but I won’t go with you,” she had said, in a harsh voice of which he would not have her capable.
The Orangery door opened and Jim came in. Rory was glad it was no one else.
“You look as though you’ve been in the wars,” Jim remarked.
“You might say that,” said Rory.
“Oh,” said Jim, catching his tone. “Do you want to tell me about it?”
“The world’s just gone sour,” he said. “I asked her to go to Italy with me.”
“And she said no. Are you surprised?”
“Yes, of course,” he said, puzzled. “Why, is it not a surprise to you?”
“Not entirely,” said Jim, beginning to mix some fresh colour on his palette. “That sort of lass, well...”
“But she went to bed with me,” said Rory, frankly.
“She did, did she? That does surprise me.”
“I’m beginning to wonder if I didn’t push her into it. But damn it, Jim, she wanted it too – and now she’s kicked me in the teeth. I don’t know what’s happened.”
“I should try and forget about it.”
“How can I do that? She’s infected me. I can’t get her out of my mind. I can’t possibly just leave here as if nothing has happened, can I? I love her, Jim.”
“But she doesn’t love you.”
“God, you’re brutal.”
“It’s the truth, isn’t it?”
“Yes, damn it. But yesterday, she did love me, I’m sure of it. And we woke up this morning, and she was running away, saying we’ve been foolish. It’s been the most wonderful thing in my life, and she thinks it’s folly! God, if I had a knife I’d rip straight through that simpering face!” He stared angrily at the picture.
“If you dare…” said Jim. “Look, man, there’s nothing you can do about this. That girl wants a wedding ring and nothing else. You’re best rid of her.”
“But I want her, Jim, I want her still. Even if she’s a heartless, selfish little… I still want her. You can’t just let go of something that beautiful.”
“Perhaps, then, you should marry her.”
“There’s no hope of that. She kept saying: ‘A hundred a year, is that all you have?’ It was like listening to my mother, for God’s sake. Besides, there’s the principle of the thing. I refuse to marry on such terms.”
“Then you can’t win.”
“I know, damn it. Oh, Jim, what am I going to do with my life now? What happens now? Yesterday I thought I was running away to Italy but now…”
“What happens is what you want,” said Jim. “You have to make your destiny, Rory, and that has to be alone. It sounds hard, but…”
“You’re right. Why are you always right? How did you get the gift of wisdom.”
“By being a fool for a long time,” smiled Jim. “Look, this may be a daft suggestion, but I offer it, just in case. I’m going back to Edinburgh when I’m done here. Why don’t you come with me? I dare say you could find something to keep you amused there.”
“I’d have to get a job.”
‘That wouldn’t be a problem. You could be a dominie. You’ve got a degree, haven’t you?”
“A schoolmaster? God help us, that’s a dirty life.”
“There are worse,” said Jim. “And you would be your own man. We could lodge together, perhaps, if you can stand my brutality.”
“I could bear it well enough. Do you really think I could just cut the rope and disappear like that?”
“Why not? You say your family means nothing to you.”
Rory nodded. He wished he could agree whole-heartedly to this plan, but still his heart shouted: it would be perfect if Leo could come too. He could not give her up so easily.
Chapter 14
There was a furious thumping at her door, and Leonora, who had gone back to sleep, pulled the pillow over her head wishing to ignore it. But her visitor was relentless and the door burst open.
“What is it?” she asked, angrily.
“Get up, you idiot,” said Vivien. “You won’t believe what has happened.”
Leo sat up at once. The terrible thought that Rory might have done something ridiculous on her account assailed her. It was not impossible. Men in novels always did such things and Rory was not what one might call sensible. Vivien’s face was blanched and her eyes excited.
“What? For heaven’s sake, tell me!”
“Isobel’s gone – she’s run away, with Mr Cameron!”
“Oh!” She could not help sighing with relief and sank back on to her pillows. Then she realised exactly what Vivien had said and stared in disbelief. “No, not really?”
“Yes, she left me a note.”
“Oh poor Freddy…”
“Poor Freddy!” exclaimed Vivien. “What do you mean?”
“I mean, why on earth would she do that? Who wouldn’t want to marry Freddy?”
“I wouldn’t,” said Vivien stoutly.
“Well, you have silly ideas. She can’t know what she is doing, what she’s throwing away,” said Leo, climbing quickly out of bed. “When did she go? Do you think there’s time to stop her? Do Mama and Papa know yet?”
“Stop her? Why?”
“Because she’ll be ruined, you numbskull, and it won’t look good for us. A married man – my God, it’s disgusting!”
“Don’t be so melodramatic, Leo. Doesn’t Isobel’s happiness mean anything to you? She knew she couldn’t live without him, so she went away with him. I think it is magnificent.”
“You little fool! Can’t you see what this means? It means that we shan’t get our season. We shall have no chance to get away from here and do well for ourselves. After this, Mama won’t even contemplate taking us to town. She’ll be far too embarrassed – and who wouldn’t be? We’ll have a reputation now. How can she be so flighty – it will make everyone think we are too.”
“You selfish bitch!” exclaimed Vivien. “It doesn’t matter to you that Isobel might have been miserable with Freddy, does it? No, all that matters is that you get your chance to curtsey at St James’s and get a good choice of husband. Can’t you think of anyone but yourself for once?”
“I’m thinking of you too, Viv. Don’t you want to get away from here?”
“Yes, but not to get manacled to a man. Leo, you mustn’t say these things about Bel, you mustn’t.”
“I shall say what I like. I think she’s gone out of her mind, to be frank. I suppose this is why she was so odd last night.”
“I’m surprised at you, Leo,” said Vivien, harshly. “I never thought you could be so callous.”
“Oh go away! You haven’t the least idea!” So Vivien went, slamming the door.
Leonora rang for some hot water and spent a few minutes choosing what she would wear that day. She had intended that day as a fresh start, putting the sordid business with Rory firmly behind her. As she had retreated from the Orangery, she had decided to follow Isobel’s sensible example and find herself a husband with prospects. When she had crawled back into the quiet sanctuary of her own bed after that awful night, she had realised it was utterly ridiculous to be involved with a man like Rory Faulkner. She would fix her mind, she had decided, on the future, on going to London and having a brilliant season and finding at the end of it someone suitable, who played by the rules and did not court disaster or encourage others to do so. For that was what they had been doing, like a pair of lunatics. They could so easily have been caught out and the consequences of that still made her shudder, even though now she had come to her senses and knew to avoid such situations. How could she have been such a fool? Never again.
And now it seemed that dear, sensible Isobel had thrown everything away on an incomprehensible whim. Was there some brain fever possessing them all in turn that summer? Leo began to hope that her sister would recover as quickly from her folly as she had from hers.
The hot water arrived, and Leo gave herself a vigorous sponge-bath in her dressing-room. She found she was anxious to get very clean, to remove all traces of Rory and her own stupidity from herself. When she was satisfied, she dressed plainly but very smartly in a navy blue skirt and striped blue and white blouse which made her look older than her usual ruffled muslin summer dresses.
She went down to the library, the usual foregathering place. But no one was there, not even Louis with his Chinese grammar, which was a relief because she hardly liked to face him when he had so kindly warned her, when he had been right. She was rather ashamed at having laughed at him.
She picked up a magazine and flipped idly through it, without a single thing on the pages in front of her registering. Then there was a clatter of footsteps and she glanced up with nonchalance to see Rory.
“Oh, it’s you,” she said, her eyes returning to her magazine. This she did for two reasons: firstly she wished to appear indifferent, and secondly, his appearance was almost too attractive for her to bear. He had clearly been out riding, and was dressed like a groom in breeches and an indigo blue shirt without a collar. It was hardly respectable, but it set desire grumbling in the pit of her stomach, which she could not silence no matter how many times she told herself that he was nothing but trouble, that she was better off without him.
She threw the magazine down on the table and started to walk away along the length of the library.
“Leo,” he said, in such a voice that she had to stop and turn. Indeed, she saw how his whole body had turned into a plea, how he had spread his palms towards her, inviting her into his strong brown arms again. How tempting it was, but how stupid it would be to give in. She shook her head briskly.
“There’s nothing more to be said.”
“You don’t sound very convinced.” He picked up the forced bravado with which she had tried to speak.
“That’s because you don’t want me to be convinced,” she said. “You are just hearing things.”
“I don’t think so.” He stepped closer.
She put up a warning hand. “No, Rory. What we did was wrong, you must see that.”
“Wrong! My God, Leo, how the devil can you think that? Look, you mustn’t let your mind be infected by the moralistic nonsense that they’ve stuffed into you. Ignore it, throw it away and you’ll see what’s right and what’s wrong. You’ll see that we are right, that what has happened between us is the most wonderful thing that could have happened. You simply have to break your mind free, the way you broke your body free and your heart.”
“Oh, will you not make speeches, Rory!” she said, putting her hands over her ears. “All your silly ideas – they just obscure the truth.”
“The truth is us, Leo, us together. Oh God, I love you so much, I cannot stand the thought of being away from you. And you feel the same don’t you? For all these missish protests of yours, I know what you really feel. I can see it in your eyes!”
He strode over to her and before she could do anything to stop him he had caught her up in his arms. He began to kiss her violently and they fell back on to a sofa, very awkwardly. She could hardly move then, for his full weight was pressed against her. For one tiny second she almost gave in to him. She was so close to it, and then the powerful grip of his hand on her shoulder made her feel afraid. She began to kick and scream in an attempt to get free.
They struggled on for some minutes but it seemed a choking eternity. He was so determined and she felt all the time that her resistance was weakening. There was such passion in those kisses that she did not know whether she struggled more with herself than with him.
Suddenly he was wrested away from her. There was the sound of a tremendous blow and she lay there, blinking up, as she realised that Freddy Melrose had pulled him off her and punched him in the face. There was a little stream of blood coming from his nose.
“Are you all right, my dear?” asked Freddy, with a courtly solicitude which belied his previous actions. She nodded, still breathless and astonished by her liberation.
“This is none of your business!” said Rory, wiping away the blood with his hand.
“You should be flogged, you insolent blackguard!” shouted Freddy. “How dare you do this? Have you no idea how to behave?”
Leo expected Rory to make some sharp retort but instead he threw back his head, his face contorted in a dreadful grimace. She knew it was not Freddy’s punch which was hurting him but the blow she had inflicted in rejecting him. He looked down at her again with a look of such agony that, despite her anger, she almost pitied him. Then he turned and left the room, rather briskly.
Freddy stared after him, shaking his head. “Disgraceful. Absolutely disgraceful.”
“Oh Freddy, I’m sorry,” she said.
He sat down beside her on the sofa and smiled. “Are you all right, Leonora?”
“Yes, there’s no damage done.”
“I suppose I should tell your father about this.” He sighed.
“No, don’t, please.”
“You are too charitable. That whelp deserves to be read the riot act.”
“I think you are the charitable one.” Leo was astonished by his sangfroid. It seemed he had taken his rejection a great deal better than Rory. Then she realised from his puzzled reaction that he did not know yet.
“Charitable? About what?”
She had to tell him. What else could she decently do?
“Oh Freddy, you don’t know, do you? She didn’t… ” She broke off. Inwardly she was angry at being left to do Isobel’s dirty work. “Didn’t she leave you a note?”
“What are you talking about?”
“Isobel – oh, don’t you know? I don’t know how she could do it. It’s too terrible. You’ll have to stop her.”
He stiffened, visibly. “Isobel? What on earth has happened?”
“She’s… she’s… bolted.” It was the only word she could think to describe it.
“Bolted?”
“Yes, like a horse. Oh Freddy, I am so sorry. I can’t think –”
“You mean she’s run away?” She nodded. “Why on earth?”
“There’s someone else – that Cameron fellow.”
“Cameron!” said Freddy, jumping up. “But that’s impossible.”
“It’s true. She left a letter for Vivien. It’s all there.”
“Cameron!” repeated Freddy. “But this is appalling. We have to get her back, we have to. It’s simply appalling. Do your parents know?”
“I’ve no idea. I thought you might do. I’m sorry I had to tell you.”
“You were right to tell me. You are a good child, Leonora, and you mustn’t worry. You say Vivien knows? Where is she?”
“She won’t help you. She thinks it’s magnificent, the little fool. She doesn’t see anything.”
“Well, at least you see.” He began to walk across the room. “What does one do? How does one start? Do you know where they’ve gone?” Leonora shook her head. “I should never have thought Cameron capable of such a thing. Poor Mrs Cameron – she will be heart-broken.”
“How nice you are, Freddy, to think of her.”
“We shall have to stop this thing, before it’s too late for Isobel,” said Freddy. “We had better tell your parents at once.”
***
For a long time afterwards Vivien was to remember that morning as one of the worst in her life. Of course there had been family rows before, when one or other of them had been in disgrace or perhaps if her parents had quarrelled over something, but those occasions paled into insignificance as the enormity of Isobel’s crime gradually became apparent. When the empty trap had been driven back from Port Blane and the startling message that “Miss Isobel had been seen getting on the Glasgow boat last night with that gentleman from the Dower House” had been conveyed to the family assembled in the drawing room, Vivien had wondered if a bomb might have produced less of an explosion.
To find out that the girl who had been engaged to a Duke had instead run off with a married man was more than the fragile shell of decorum could stand. Lady Buchanan actually fainted and Vivien was sent running by Mrs Faulkner for the salts, only to be called back by her father and told that brandy was more to the point. In the end she got both and returned to find her mother being revived by Rory, of all people, who had been the only one brave enough to take the brutal but effective action of putting her head between her knees. He had done it with such violent haste that her stay bones had cracked loudly. She took a glass of neat brandy in one gulp, and stared about at them all like a madwoman.
“How can she have done this to us?” she shrieked. “How?”
“You can’t stop people doing what they want,” said Rory.
“Oh, for heaven’s sake!” Freddy strode across the room and pushed him away. He spoke to Lady Buchanan in a caressing voice. “Now Lady Buchanan, you really must try and be calm.”
But the sight of Freddy only upset her more, and as he tried to help her up, presumably because he thought she was best removed upstairs, she began to cry against his sleeve. “Oh Freddy, Freddy, how will you ever forgive us? It must be such a disappointment for you.”
Hugh helped Freddy escort her out of the room, with Leo hard on their tails. Vivien supposed she ought to go too, but she did not think she could stand it. Leo was looking priggishly outraged by the whole business and Vivien did not want to hear her opinions on the subject if they were anything like her tirade that morning. How could she be so unfeeling? Did she not care anything for Isobel’s happiness?
“Well, Walter,” said Mrs Faulkner, taking a glass of brandy herself, “What will you do now? When is the next boat? You should go and get her back before it’s too late.”
“It might be a devil of a job finding them,” said Louis. “But if you need extra help, Uncle, I’d be glad to offer my services. I’m sure Rory will come too.”
“No, thank you very much,” said Rory. “I’ll have nothing to do with any such scheme. We have no right to interfere.”
“Be quiet, boy!” exploded Sir Walter. “You have no idea about anything. Good God, haven’t you managed to instil any sense of honour into that whelp, Sally?”
“I don’t think this is any time for you to criticise my moral direction, is it, Walter? There are rotten apples in every barrel, you know.”
“Then long live rotten apples!” said Rory. “I’ll drink to them every time. But of course, really, Isobel is not rotten, though you will all write her off no doubt, as if she were. She’s the brave one, the one with the sense of honour to do what she wanted, what she believed in, to break free from all this mess!”
“Hear, hear!” Vivien could not help saying. Rory rewarded her with a triumphant grin which more than compensated for the filthy glower her father made.
“Hold your tongue, Vivien!” he said. “This is not a conversation you should be hearing. You had better go to your room, and pray for your wicked sister.” She could not help noticing that Rory was shaking with the suppressed laughter which gripped her too, and she had to make a dash for the door.
She found Rory had followed her, and the moment the drawing room door had closed behind them, they were staggering across the great hall, laughing together helplessly as they had done that first afternoon on the roof. Then, suddenly, the cold chill of reality hit home, and the laughter died as quickly as it had come.
“I shall miss her terribly,” she said suddenly.
“I know,” he agreed. “But she is brave and wonderful. For all the things they will say about her, and they’ll say awful things, I know it, you can grab on to that, can’t you?”
She nodded and tried a defiant smile, which was useless. He saw it and sighed, throwing a comradely arm around her shoulders. “Oh, what a sewer life is sometimes! Come on, we need to talk to Jim, I think.”
It had begun to rain very heavily and they raided the cloakroom for galoshes and waterproofs to make the trek across the garden to the Orangery where Jim was putting the final touches to the picture. He was due to leave the next day. Together, in these odd garments, and making no doubt a strange sight, they set out, arm in arm across the sodden gardens. It was how she had always dreamt of being with Rory but the circumstances were too melancholy to enjoy it. Walking through that downpour with the terrible thought that she might never see Isobel again brought tears to her eyes and though she fought to suppress them, she found she could not. Soon she was sobbing audibly. It made Rory stop and she stared up at him bleakly, the tears streaming down her face. She expected a smiling face of comfort from him, but she saw that he too was attempting to master his emotions. There was some deep agony etched on his face and suddenly he seized her in his arms and held her with painful tightness, as if she were a tree against which he were trying to brace himself in a storm.
“The bitch… the damned bitch… ” She did not think she had ever heard such a mixture of love and hatred before. All her feeling for him fused into a desperate desire to comfort him. She could only just move her arms, but she could stroke his back a little, the way one strokes the back of a child with colic.
“Leo?” she said.
“Yes – damn her! Oh Viv, I don’t know what to do. She’ll drive me mad, I know it.” Then he released her suddenly and stepped back from her, shaking his head.
“Rory… ” she began, but did not go on. She understood that his wound was too deep for any superficial balm of words. She would not do that to him. It was obvious he was crying, and he turned away to hide his tears from her.
“You go on,” he said. “I’ll come later.”
“If you are sure.”
He nodded, and she walked away, leaving him there.
***
Jim had finished the varnishing now, but was sitting idly in the Orangery not wishing to walk back to the Castle in the driving rain. Besides, it was a perfect excuse to miss luncheon, an appalling ordeal which he had come to detest, especially when it had so fiercely interrupted the flow of his work. It was a miracle that the thing was finished at all. He was pleased with it now, though, after the gravest doubts. Cameron had been the right man to ask for an opinion. He had looked at it intelligently, and if he wanted to buy it, he must have liked it. The summer would not be an entirely wasted one if the painting was sold.
Refilling his pipe, he decided that that was an unjust reflection. The sale of the picture was irrelevant. There had been much else to experience on Blane and he had made friends. With Rory he knew he had formed an alliance which would not be broken easily. And then, there was Vivien…
The door creaked open and he turned to see her standing there, like an answer to his secret desires. He blinked at her for a moment, quite unable to believe it was really her, for she had appeared dressed in a long drab cloak which hung about her with the solidity of a piece of drapery in Giotto. On her head was a bright yellow fisherman’s souwester which looked so strange that it might have been some medieval Flemish headgear. These artless clothes made a ravishing sight, which he thought his brain had conjured up until she took off the hat to show a bedraggled, tear-stained face, despite all her efforts at a crooked smile.
“Oh my God,” he couldn’t help saying. “What is it? What’s happened?”
“Everything.” Her voice was hoarse from crying. She sniffed slightly and he handed her his handkerchief.
“None too clean, I’m afraid.”
She blew her nose and wiped her face with it.
“I like the smell of the oil,” she said. “Jim, everything has gone wrong. Isobel, oh –” She broke off, catching sight of the picture.
How easy it would have been to take her in his arms as she stared forlornly at the picture. He could justify comforting her, but perhaps he could not keep it to that. But in that turmoil, he could not prevent himself being devastated again by the sight of her. She had some strange hold over him, and never had he felt it more strongly than as that odd, boyish face of hers stared at his painting and let tears drop very quietly from her pain-riven eyes. He stepped forward and put a hand on her shoulder. She bent her head and pressed her damp cheek against it.
“Oh Jim, she’s gone.” she said. “Bel’s run away.”
“Run away?”
“With Mr Cameron,” she told him. “They said such awful things. And Leo was as bad, as if it was the wickedest thing in the world. I mean it isn’t, is it, really? It’s worse to kill someone. He couldn’t help already having a wife, could he? Of course all Leo cares about is whether she’ll get her season in town. Oh dear, I’m not making any sense any more, am I?”
“You’re doing very well in the circumstances,” said Jim, who was still surprised at the revelation about Isobel. In the picture now, she could be read as Eve reaching up for the forbidden fruit. He was glad of it, though. He had not liked the Duke in the least. “You ought to get out of that cloak. It’s soaking, even if it does make you look like the Madonna della Misericordia.”
“The what?”
“It’s a picture by Piero della Francesca. It shows the Virgin Mary holding out her cloak to shelter miserable sinners from the wrath of God by the goodness of her intercession.”
“I didn’t think you were a papist,” she said, smiling for the first time.
“I’m not, but I have a good Irish friend who keeps me informed. It’s a wonderful picture, whatever it means. I’m hoping to see the original before long.”
“You mean if my father buys this picture?”
“Aye, there’s a question, isn’t it? Actually, Cameron said he would buy it if the laird doesn’t want it.”
“I have this horrible feeling that my parents are never going to mention Isobel again. I’ve heard of this sort of thing happening with other people. I don’t think I shall be able to cope with that.”
“There’s nothing to stop you writing to her.”
“No, I suppose not,” she said. “But how will I know where?”
“If Cameron is a man of his word, which I think he is, he’ll be in touch with me. He has my address in Edinburgh.”
“He does?” Her face brightened. “Then you’ll let me know the moment you hear from him?”
“Of course,” he said. “I couldn’t do less.”
“Oh Jim, what a good friend you are!” Obviously heartened by this small crumb of comfort, she darted forward and kissed him on the cheek. He almost could not resist her sudden closeness and would have kissed her back had not that damnable door creaked open again.
“I’m not interrupting anything, am I?” asked Rory. He stood on the threshold in the same strange wet-weather clothes as Vivien had sported. “Don’t worry, Vivien, I’m quite sane again.”
With quiet regret, Jim watched Vivien’s face light up even more at the sight of Rory.
“And you look a bit better yourself,” said Rory, coming over and ruffling Vivien’s hair carelessly for a moment with his hand, as if she had been a dog or a child. “Oh, what a dreadful day it’s been! Still, I think we are all through the worst of it.”
“I think so,” said Vivien.
“We ought to celebrate, you know,” said Rory. “A hail and farewell, for the great painter.”
“Yes, must you go tomorrow?” asked Vivien so very appealingly that he was half-tempted to give in.
“We shall have to celebrate now, in fact,” said Rory, “because dinner tonight is going to be absolutely bloody.”
“With what?”
“I’ve just the thing,” and he darted into the far corner of the Orangery. “It will be tepid, but that won’t matter, will it?” He came back with an unopened bottle of champagne. “I brought it here last night,” he told them, “but I never opened it. A good thing too,” he said, popping out the cork with a very practised hand. “It would have been wasted. Have we any cups? No, right then,” and he poured a little on to the stone floor. “There, a drop to pacify the gods so that we may be treated a little kindly in future: He took a swig from the bottle and swallowed it. “With that I wash away my folly. I am a penitent now, I promise you both. Now you, Vivien, and you must make a promise with it.”
She took a gulp and thought for a moment.
“All right, then,” she said. “I promise I will stand up for Isobel, no matter what they say.”
“Excellent,” said Rory, passing the bottle to Jim. “Now, master, what do you promise?”
“You’ll burst my head, if you call me that,” he said. He took a deep draught of the champagne, a drink he had tasted for the first time the previous night. “I promise –” he looked at them both, so fierce and ardent, so alike and in some ways so well suited to each other. “I promise not to let anything come between me and my art.” With that promise, he felt he could bear to let her go.
Chapter 15
The more she thought about what Isobel had done, the more Leonora realised how close she had come to such a disaster herself. It was easy to lose one’s head: obviously it was, when even Isobel, always so rational and sensible, could do this ludicrous, wicked thing! Then what a piece of luck, or rather of sublime good sense, it was that Leonora had managed to step back from the brink over which Isobel had so easily fallen. If she had not been entirely convinced before of her stupidity in regard to Rory (for when he had tried to kiss her that morning m the library, she had still been very tempted by him) now she was absolutely certain. Now, it made her squirm to think how she had given herself to him with such vulgar eagerness. Forced to see him across the table at meals, she found the sight of him repulsed her. He was not the least bit attractive, especially when one compared him to Freddy.
Freddy was leaving soon, for there was no reason for him to stay at Blane any longer. With his departure Leonora saw that the door to the glittering world in which she had hoped to take her place would be shut, possibly for ever. Lady Buchanan was too shaken up and too ashamed to think of leaving Blane again to launch another daughter into society. It was quite understandable. How people would stare and whisper – that would be insupportable. The only thing to do was to rot on at Blane until every one forgot what Isobel had done. Until I am old and ugly, thought Leonora, choking again with anger at Isobel. It was no good, no matter how many times Vivien might tell her that she was being selfish and heartless, she had to feel this anger. Isobel had spoilt everything; she had spoilt people’s lives, spoilt their chances. It would have been inhuman not to resent that, not to feel bitter and outraged. Of course, it was all very well for Vivien to talk, because Vivien was quite resigned to old-maid-hood with her funny looks and ridiculous ideas. But Leonora could not be, not in a hundred years.
She was stabbing at her embroidery vindictively when a shadow fell across her light. For a moment she was terrified in case it was Rory ready to launch another physical and emotional wave against the breakwater of her new-found sanity. But it was not.
“Would you care to go for a ride?” asked Freddy Melrose. “I’m just going to have a horse sent round, and it struck me – you won’t take offence at this, Leonora, I know – that you looked a little pale and in need of diversion. Yes?”
“Oh yes, Freddy,” she said, getting up at once. “You are exactly right.” How considerate he managed to be, despite everything. He had been ‘Wonderful with her mother, for example. Another man might have marched around carrying his wounded pride like a banner, but Freddy was above that. How could Bel have thrown him over for that odd Cameron fellow? It was almost beyond belief. Freddy was perfect – the last few days had shown that without any question.
She dashed upstairs to get changed into her habit – her best, Melton cloth one with the excellent cut. She had got it from a tailor in Ayr who had trained with Busvine.
“I hate riding alone,” said Freddy, when they had mounted up and were trotting out into the parkland. “In fact,” he went on, in a confidential tone which Leo found flattering, “that’s the worst of this business. I had got so used to thinking that my lonely bachelor days would soon be over, that I’d have a wife to ride with every morning.”
“Oh Freddy, it must be dreadful for you. And you’ve been so brave. How you must hate us all.”
“Of course not. I don’t hate any of you, not even Isobel.”
“But what she’s done is so ... so awful – so very unkind to you.”
“It may be a kindness in disguise,” he said smiling. “Now, shall we have a good canter?”
And he set off vigorously. Leonora, still amazed at his heroic, phlegmatic acceptance of the situation, took a few moments to gather her thoughts and set off in pursuit of him.
It felt odd, given the circumstances, to be spending such a pleasant morning, but she could not deny that she was enjoying herself. The last few days had left a disagreeable taste in the mouth and this ride, in Freddy’s very civilised company, was like washing that taste away with a draught of fresh spring water.
They rode across the Castle estate to where steep cliffs dropped down to a rocky beach and the prospect was towards the mainland. It was a day of hazy sunlight, but the land was clear enough, and it seemed a moment to stop and dismount. Freddy tethered the horses and they sat down on the cliff top, looking towards Ayrshire.
“I shall be sad to go, you know,” he said.
“Most men who had been through what you have been through would have been on the first steamer out.”
“I couldn’t desert you all at such a crisis,” he said. “It would have been most ungentlemanly.”
“Thank you, Freddy. You’ve been very kind, especially to my mother.”
“She’s fond of me, I think.”
“Yes, I think so. Oh Freddy, what a mess it all is! We should have been such friends, I think. But that is all ruined now, isn’t it?”
“Is it?” he asked, and smiled at her, in a way which was not his usual polite smile.
“Of course –” she began, but he put a finger to his lips to silence her. And so she turned and looked towards the sea again, wondering what he meant.
“Yes, this place has something, doesn’t it? said Freddy, after a small silence. “It breeds very pretty girls, for one thing.”
“Oh yes?” She found she responded coquettishly, because that was what his manner implied.
“Yes,” he said. “Bel did say that you were a beauty, but I didn’t believe her. I didn’t think at the time there could be a prettier girl, but you know, perhaps Isobel has done me a good turn after all.”
“How?”
“Because I have my chance with you,” he said simply.
“Oh Freddy!” She was astonished.
“I’m sorry, my dear, that was a little of a shock I suppose.”
“Yes,” she replied, but then, because she did not want to sound discouraging, “but I don’t mind really.”
Laughing, he said, “I knew I’d read you right, Leonora. Do you know, I think this isn’t such a mess after all. It was so odd, you know, when she had gone, I couldn’t get upset. I thought I should be, but...”
“What are you saying?”
“I’m saying I didn’t care enough for her, that I’m not nursing a broken heart, despite everything! What a relief that is. It would have been very vulgar.”
“Oh you couldn’t be vulgar, Freddy, not even if you tried,” protested Leonora.
“You say the kindest things, you know.” He moved a little nearer to her. “And do you know what I think we should do?”
“No,” she said.
“We should get married.” He laughed again.
Leonora found she was laughing too. “Oh, what a delicious idea!” she could not help saying.
“You would like that?”
“Nothing better. You would suit me perfectly, I think.”
“I knew it!” He was triumphant. “Isn’t that extraordinary? They will all think we are mad, of course, to rush at this, but you and I, being intelligent creatures, know otherwise, don’t we? We know that love is a thing that grows with time, if the soil is right.”
“And you think the soil is right?”
“Absolutely,” he said. “I need to marry. That can’t be avoided. But I want to be happy, and I think you could make me happy, so very easily. And you’d be happy, wouldn’t you?”
“Of course,” she said. “And I like your idea of love, Freddy. It is very practical. I don’t believe in passion. It only leads to trouble, as we all know.”
“Oh, you will do splendidly!” he said, taking her hand and kissing it. He did nothing more; there was no embarrassing tangle of arms and legs and hot breath; nothing that could get unpleasantly out of control. It was so wonderful, sitting in the clear air of the cliff top, deciding calmly what they would do together.
***
“What about the Board of Education?” asked Louis.
“Oh Lou, will you shut up? This is pointless,” said Rory.
“He’s right,” said Mrs Faulkner. “I am loath to agree with him, but it is pointless.”
“You are not even trying.” Louis attempted to suppress the note of despair in his voice.
“Why should we?” demanded Rory. “Look, Louis, if you are so keen to practise at negotiation, won’t you find someone else, please! I refuse to say another word on this entirely tedious topic.”
“If you find the thought of your future tedious, then God help you, Rory!”
“I find discussing it tedious. As far as I am concerned – and how many times must I say this, to get it into your heads? – my future is a glorious uncharted ocean in which I will sail on my own. I will not keep to your charts and plans.”
“Then, if you are wrecked, you won’t be whimpering for help?” said Louis.
“Of course not. Look, how the devil am I expected to find out about life, to live properly, unless it is on my own terms?”
“The way you talk you would think we were proposing slavery.”
“You are. What is more like a slave than some Whitehall lackey? I won’t live like that.”
“Oh let him starve, Louis,” said his mother, getting up. “I am bored with this discussion.”
“Mama, you can’t just leave it like this!” protested Louis.
“Why can’t she?” said Rory. “For once in our lives we are agreeing.”
“Quite so,” said Mrs Faulkner. “There is no point. We shall just have the pleasure of watching him sink.”
“Obliged to you, ma’am.” Rory made a slight mocking bow.
“For heaven’s sake! At least let us consider the question of the money,” put in Louis.
“He is not to have any, unless he does as I like. You forget, Lou, that although Crawby is yours, I still control the income. A piece of remarkable wisdom on your father’s part, really, though I think the solicitor must have suggested it. He couldn’t have thought that one up himself And, Rory, I think you forget that your hundred a year is in fact at my discretion now you are twenty-one. You’ve no right to it.”
“Mother, that simply isn’t fair,” said Louis. “That money was left to us.”
“Oh Louis, are you worried I’ll take yours away?” She spoke as if she were talking to a child.
“You really are a poisonous woman,” said Rory.
“Then it runs in your blood too, boy.”
“This obsession with blood! God, how ridiculous you are, Mother. I tell you I want nothing to do with this damned family business. If you choose to give me no money, then so be it. In fact, I think that’s for the best, because then I shan’t be being bribed. No one can expect loyalty or respect and certainly not affection from me. I’ll be free for once in my life. Hungry perhaps, but I will be free, and from where I am standing, that looks irresistible.”
“This is madness,” said Louis. “You cannot leave it like this.”
“I think we can,” Rory told him. “I am going to Edinburgh, to stay with Jim Henderson if anyone is interested, which I doubt.”
“Ah, jumping straight into the gutter,” said Mrs Faulkner, lightly, as she went to the door. “I shan’t wish you luck.”
When she had gone, Louis said, “You ought to go and apologise. If you did it nicely, you might redeem this whole absurd situation.”
“I don’t want to redeem it, don’t you understand? This is the best thing that could have happened.”
“You’ve no profession, no money and no prospects, and you think it’s for the best?”
“You will never understand, will you? Can’t you see what she was trying to do to me?”
“If I understood you, Rory, I could open a successful madhouse. There aren’t many people certified who are as seriously deranged as you are. Go out there and talk to her.”
“I will not grovel to that woman, Louis. I want this freedom, I’ve wanted it for years. Can’t you see that? If you can only accept it, then we can be friends again.”
“How can I be your friend if I sit by and watch you destroy yourself?”
“How can you be sure I will destroy myself, that I am heading for the gutter? There are different ways to live. For God’s sake, Louis, be a little tolerant. We don’t have to go by that code they thrashed into us at school, you know.”
“How the devil will you live?”
“How do hundreds of people live, Louis? You don’t need to dress for dinner or keep rooms in Lincoln’s Inn.”
“You might be very disillusioned, you know. The life of a third-rate clerk is as much slavery as that of his manager.”
“Yes, very possibly. But I have to know. I have to get out of this damned cocoon. I can’t feel in here. I can’t make sense of anything. It will do me good.”
“I wish you would come to your senses.”
“No, I can’t do it,” said Rory, shaking his head. “Well, I am going to pack. I shall be off soon.”
***
Left alone now, vaguely bruised by his brother’s remarks, Louis began to wander idly through the vast reception rooms along the south front of the Castle. They were apparently deserted in the still heat of the afternoon; no one cared to be sociable in the circumstances. They were flooded with light: torpid, golden light which held the dust in the unmoving air like aspic, and Louis wondered at the reality of it all. The whole summer had taken on a dreamlike quality for him. There was no sense in it – only a succession of vivid images cobbled together in the mind like an imperfect mosaic, images that disturbed rather than consoled. He could not remember Leonora running across that great hall in her pink silk without hearing her mocking laughter, without imagining her with Rory, locked in a writhing mass of naked limbs, until he was racked with disgust and jealousy.
And now, in the library, the last of those great rooms, he came upon her, and thought for a while it was still his dream. She lay on that huge monstrosity of a sofa, stretched out in a deep sleep. She was still wearing the riding-habit she had worn at luncheon, the luncheon at which, for some reason, she had been in such lovely high spirits. It looked very black against the raspberry damask of the sofa and its tightness made her lithe body appear more svelte than ever, especially from the way she lay, so abandoned and lost in sleep. It was like the black, soft skin of a panther, stretched over her breast and arms. The skirt, carefully constructed to be modest on a side-saddle, fell open now, to show her legs in soft cream-coloured leather breeches of unimaginable tightness.
It could only be a dream, this sight of her. It was too erotic, too dangerous for reality. It wrenched at his very guts as his eyes tried to assimilate this picture of ultimate temptation. She looked as if she had been laid out there by the fates simply for him to take advantage of, like those odd, submissive women in his dreams who threw themselves at him.
He could not help himself now. He had resisted before and lost her. Why could he not try now? He went forward, as quietly as he could, and found himself within touching distance of her. He put out his hand and it hovered over the curve of her thigh, which he imagined must feel warm and soft. He would have reached out that inch extra had she not suddenly stirred. He sprang up, loathing himself, both for cowardice and for concupiscence.
She stared and he felt he must make some excuse.
“I was… was just going to adjust your skirt. I didn’t think you’d…”
“Oh no!” she said, suddenly realising how much she had displayed. She flicked the habit’s apron over her breeches. “Thank you, Louis, you’re very chivalrous. What must I have looked like?”
He wished he could tell her, wished he might pour out the wild feelings she had awoken in him. Perhaps she might respond as she had responded to Rory. Perhaps passion was what she wanted. But as he walked away from her, with all the casualness he could muster, he knew it was not in his nature. No matter how close he might come, there was the certainty he would always draw back before it was too late. Such self-control, he knew, was what a man should cultivate, but he cursed himself for it then. It left him feeling so hollow.
“You’re not going, are you?” she asked.
He was surprised at this and shook his head, eager to oblige her.
“There’s something I want to say to you,” she said. “About the night of the Gathering, at dinner.”
Reluctantly he walked back and sat on a chair not too close, but not too far away. He hardly wished to be reminded of that conversation. “Yes?”
“I want to apologise,” she said. He could not help staring a little. “It was really very wicked of me to laugh. You were right, you know, to warn me. Thank you, Louis.”
He did not know what to say, too aware of the way her beautiful violet eyes were looking so ardently at him.
“It was nothing, really,” he managed to say.
“But it was,” she went on. “And I am so glad you did. I’ve come to my senses now, you will be pleased to hear. It doesn’t do, that sort of thing, does it? Look at poor Isobel. Perhaps if you had warned her… ”
He was glad now he had not touched her. It would have been only a momentary pleasure, which could not equal this moment of her frankness. How good it was to hear her talk like this!
“I was very unkind to you,” she said. “You do forgive me, don’t you?”
“I could never bear a grudge against you, Leonora, you must understand that.” She smiled and he felt ridiculously encouraged. “It must be very rough for you, this business of Isobel, but you are being splendid, I think.”
“I was angry,” she said. “Who wouldn’t be, to see all their chances gone through no fault of their own? But I’m not, now.”
“You mustn’t feel that you have no chances,” said Louis. “For a girl as lovely as you are –” and in that moment, as she sat there, still smiling, he knew he was going to have to try his luck. Such moments were rare enough. “Look, Leo, I haven’t much now, but I do have Crawby, and in two or three years I hope to have a junior secretaryship in an embassy somewhere – in Europe, I hope.”
“Is this a proposal?” she cut in.
“Yes, yes, it is,” he said. “I told you I loved you, Leonora, and really, nothing would make me happier than if you were –”
“Oh no, Louis, don’t say it, please!” She jumped up. “It is terribly sweet of you to ask, and don’t think I’m not flattered, but really, you shouldn’t.”
“Look, I won’t treat you as Rory did. You mustn’t think like that. If that’s what you’re afraid of –”
“Oh, I’m not afraid of that. Not at all. I’m sure it would be bliss to be married to you, Louis, but you see the thing is,” and he saw a triumphant expression cross her face, “I am going to marry Freddy!”
***
As the footman brought in his empty box, Rory realised that he did not even have enough cash to leave the customary tips for the servants, let alone pay for his crossing to Ardrossan. He tried to think what might remain in his bank account in Cambridge. It was not a great deal – a matter of a few shillings, probably, for he had had to settle all those debts which one ran up over the three years: with the bookshops, with the college buttery and with his wealthier friends, who had, from time to time, bailed him out. He had come to Blane with only a couple of sovereigns in his pocket, and now that little store was almost gone. How could he have even thought of getting to Italy?
He detested thinking about money, but it was a subject which had to be faced squarely now. In the height of an argument with his mother he had cheerfully been able to toss away that hundred a year with the abandon of a millionaire, but now he realised grimly that he had thrown away his safety net. He had had a comfortable three hundred a year at Cambridge but he had always spent more than that. Now, he had nothing, and no definite hope of any to come. That hundred pounds a year from his great-aunt he had believed to be inviolable, but as with everything concerning his mother there proved to be a vicious sting in the tail. It was only because she had chosen it should be his that he had had it at all; and as she gave, she could take away. It was so very typical of her, reminding him bitterly of the occasion when she had sold his pony as a punishment for some boyish misdemeanour.
That had hurt him far more than any whipping she had ever given him and it had taken many months of humiliating subservience before he was allowed a mount of his own again. Is that what she expected of him now, that when he had cooled his heels and come to his senses he would come running back and begging for forgiveness? That he could not do, not now, even in the face of penury. It would come at too high a price. It was better to starve than give in. But his resolution had less bravado in it now. The reality of his situation was beginning to sink in, and with it came regret at his own foolishness. He was not a fool for having quarrelled, but he was for not having prepared himself for such circumstances. A more prudent man, gifted with foresight, might have put a little money aside for such an eventuality.
As he threw things haphazardly into his box, vaguely wondering what he might sell, Louis came in. He stood for a moment in the doorway staring rather blankly. This surprised Rory, who expected he would begin another lecture on the necessity of making things up with their mother. Instead he asked, “Have you a cigarette?” Louis smoked rarely, generally only in times of crisis.
“Of course,” said Rory and tossed over his case. That would fetch a few bob, he decided. He watched Louis fumbling to open it, his hands shaking a little. “Something up, Lou?”
Louis nodded but said nothing until he had taken a first calming drag on the cigarette.
“You’re not going to like this,” he said.
“I can take one more disaster, I’m sure,” said Rory blithely, but Louis shook his head. He walked across the room and sat down heavily in a chair.
“It’s Leo,” he said with a sigh.
Rory, who hardly wanted that subject re-opened, responded cautiously. “What about her?”
“She is going to marry Freddy Melrose.” There was so much regret in his voice that Rory forgot for a moment that this concerned him. Louis sounded as if he had been knocked flat by it.
“Oh,” said Rory.
“I asked her to marry me, you know, like the fool that I am.”
Rory stared at his brother. “Oh Lou, really, I had no idea that you –”
“You wouldn’t have noticed, would you?” said Louis. “You were so wrapped up in her yourself.”
“The little… ” he exclaimed. “How dare she behave like this?”
“She’s no fool.” Louis spoke in an awful tone of resignation. “She knows a good offer when she sees one.”
“That isn’t the point,” said Rory, feeling his own anger grip him now.
“It’s absolutely the point,” Louis told him. “God, if I had thought sensibly for one minute, I would have seen it instead of blundering in. What have we to offer a girl like that, Rory?”
“I’d always thought that love might have something to do with it.”
“You always were naive,” said Louis. “And I have been too, I admit.”
“How the devil can you submit to this, Lou? She’s slapped you in the face and you say you understand it. You should wring her neck! In fact, I’ve a good mind to –”
“Don’t bother, Rory,” said Louis. “It wouldn’t do any good.”
“She deserves it! How can she behave so badly? And I thought she was different, and yet here she is hanging out for the highest bidder! It’s obscene. Well, Melrose is welcome to her. He’ll find out what a pretty little actress she is on their wedding night. I’m sure he’ll want a virgin bride – these aristocrats like that sort of thing. Perhaps she’ll fake that even, like the whore that she is.”
“Shut up!” shouted Louis. “I don’t know how you can speak of her like that. If you love her, as you say you do.”
“And how can you defend her? For once in your life, Louis, don’t do the honourable thing. You can’t put up with this. I don’t want her any more, not after this. It stinks too much for me, but you’re still there for her. Don’t let her do it if you love her. Go and make her change her stupid mind. You might redeem her yet.”
“I tried,” he said. “But I couldn’t. She’d need to be a saint to change her mind. I couldn’t marry her for at least three or four years. What prospect is that for a girl? Melrose wants her at the altar in September.”
“I’ll go and talk to her, then. I’m not letting you lie down and take this. She hasn’t the right to do this to you, Lou.”
“No, don’t you dare!” said Louis. “We’ll take this thing with some dignity for once. You’ll just make an ass of yourself.”
“I’ve done that with her already. It doesn’t matter to me. But Lou, you’re obviously hard-bitten, more than I ever was.”
“And it’s something I shall just have to live with. You can’t always have the moon, Rory, you should realise that. You’ve lost her, I’ve lost her. It’s just one of those things.”
“She shouldn’t be allowed to get away with this!”
“Let her be, please, Rory, for my sake. If it’s what she wants… ”
“God, you do love her, don’t you?” he said.
“I’m afraid so. It’s just a burden I shall have to get used to.”
Faced with this resignation, Rory felt that his own wild passion for her had reached its death throes. He did not think he would ever forgive her, and he still felt angry, with his wounded pride and a starved body. It was nothing, however, compared to this awful submission of Louis, who was prepared to bear anything for her happiness. He did not think he could ever love like that with no hope of reward. It was too ascetic, too other-worldly for a dirty soul like his. It silenced him and he returned to his packing.
At length Louis spoke. “So you are still going?”
“Even more so now. I shan’t be able to bear to see her gloating.”
“It will be difficult,” admitted Louis.
“Then let’s both go. What’s the point of staying?”
“Perhaps,” he admitted. “But I think I had better. I might be able to work Mama round for you.”
“No, don’t bother, Lou, please.”
“You haven’t a penny, Rory. I can’t do that to you.” But Rory shook his head vehemently. “Well at least, let me do something for you.” He reached into his jacket and took out his wallet. “You’ll need something to be going on with, won’t you?” and he unfolded two five-pound notes. “Here – I shall be offended if you don’t take it.” Rory hesitated, ashamed to accept. “Go on, I shan’t sleep if I think you are starving.”
“I’ll pay you back, I promise,” he said, taking them and fingering them guiltily.
“There’s no need. And don’t hesitate to ask for some more.”
“Lou, I don’t deserve this, I really don’t.”
“Just take it, Rory, I’m not Mama, you don’t have to grovel for it.”
“Thanks – it’s a life-saver.”
“I thought you might need something.” Louis wandered away to the window, and stared out in silence, while Rory finished his packing. Between them, it seemed to Rory, that Leonora’s spirit hung, like the fast-fading scent of a summer rose.
Chapter 16
It was only nine o’clock in the morning and Vivien was already exhausted. She had been up since seven, which was not particularly early for her, but because today was the day, that day of all days, those first two hours had been packed with a host of tiring trivialities deemed by the bride to be absolutely necessary. Leonora was leaving nothing to chance and had inflicted a ruthless beauty regime upon her hapless bridesmaids. It was Vivien’s misfortune to be the chief of them. The first indignity had been a night spent in curl papers, a torture Vivien had thought she had long escaped; the second an elaborate treatment for the complexion in which she had had to sit for half an hour with what felt like mud caking her face. This last inspiration had come from Lady Blanche, Freddy’s imbecilic younger sister, who had told Leonora that it was quite the thing in town and had brought up half a dozen pots to prove it. So they had sat the four of them, Leonora, Vivien, Lady Blanche and Alison Macrae, their hair still in papers, their faces blackened with Dead Sea mud (or so it claimed to be – Vivien could not help thinking it was more likely to come from the Thames at low tide) looking unimaginably frightful, all in the name of beauty! Vivien wished she might have taken a photograph of them. Leonora and Blanche bore it like young saints, embracing martyrdom. Their unshakeable belief in the mud made them confident in the glory of the results and even impatient to strip it off and see the astounding improvement. Alison Macrae, who probably thought this dangerously close to painting one’s face, something a nice woman never did, submitted in a spirit more Presbyterian than Catholic. It was a trial to be got through, and there was no hope of a miracle afterwards. Vivien could not help feeling even more pessimistic. As the mud dried, it became positively painful, and she wondered whether great chunks of skin would come away when they came to scrape the beastly stuff off.
Fortunately no damage was done, and Leonora and Blanche were soon exclaiming that it had done wonders, although Vivien could see no difference whatsoever.
“Now the cucumber lotion,” said Blanche, taking a large bottle from her dressing-case.
“I should rather have some breakfast,” said Vivien, vigorously removing the last traces of mud from her face. The wash-stand bowl presented a disgusting sight.
“Oh, there’s no time for that,” said Leonora.
“I think we need some more hot water, Jeanie,” said Vivien to the maid who had come to collect the dirty towels and the slop bucket. “And is there any chance of a pot of coffee?”
“I’ll see what I can do, Miss Viv,” said Jeanie, leaving the room.
“What a queer way to give an order,” remarked Blanche, slapping pale green lotion on to poor Alison’s now-blotchy face. The mud had disagreed with her skin.
“She’s damned busy this morning,” said Vivien, who was beginning to find the natural arrogance of the Melroses a little trying. The worst of it was that Leonora was learning to imitate it.
“Don’t swear, Viv,” said Leonora tartly, as she deftly plucked her eyebrows.
It was on the tip of her tongue to retort, “I shall do as I like!” but tradition decreed that the bride must be pandered to, no matter how badly she might behave. This was Leonora’s great day, the day of her transformation into a Duchess, and no matter what Vivien might feel about it, she had to keep those opinions to herself. It was going to be difficult, though. Everything was conspiring to annoy her, and already she longed for the moment when she could crawl into bed and go to sleep without the prospect of a wedding the next day to bother her.
“I think I’ll find some coffee myself.” She was anxious to get out of Leonora’s clutches. She would want no doubt to inflict those tweezers upon her sister’s eyebrows.
“Well, don’t be long,” said Leonora. “The hairdresser will be here soon.”
Across the passage the door to Isobel’s bedroom lay open. It had not seemed right to Lady Buchanan to allocate it to a guest and so it was being used as a storeroom for Leonora’s considerable trousseau. On the bed the wedding dress had been carefully laid out, as it was made of embroidered satin too heavy to hang up. The sight of it made Vivien shiver. It was as if Isobel were dead – or worse still, that she had never existed. The only person to whom she could still speak of her was Hugh.
Hugh – that was a happy thought. She would go and see him now. At least he would be able to inject some sanity into the proceedings. She found him still in bed, a breakfast tray on his knees, as if nothing particular was about to happen.
“Ah, food,” she said. “Leo hasn’t let me eat yet.”
“You can have this,” Hugh offered. “I’m not hungry.”
She climbed on to the bed, so that they sat side by side like an old married couple.
Taking up the plate of scrambled eggs and smoked haddock, she commented: “It’s not like you to leave breakfast, Hugh.”
“It must be the thought of losing a day’s fishing,” he replied. “Look at it – it’s a glorious day.”
“Oh, if only we could sneak away,” said Vivien. “They don’t really need us, do they?”
“Duty before pleasure,” said Hugh with a sigh. “What have you done to your hair? What are all those bits of paper for?”
“To make it curl. Leo wants us all to have curls. Even poor Alison Macrae.”
Hugh grimaced and took a large mouthful of coffee.
“I shall be glad when things get back to normal,” he said.
“But that’s the point, isn’t it?” said Vivien. “Things will never be normal again. Not like they used to be, anyway.”
“It’ll be just you and I, won’t it, Viv?” he said, reaching out and putting his arm around her shoulders. “Do you think you can bear it, with only me for company?”
“So you shan’t be rushing to get married?”
“No fear,” he said. “I’ve been a bachelor this long, I’ve no intention of changing that. Marriage has never appealed to me, you know that.”
“It doesn’t seem very attractive to me either,” said Vivien. “If it makes one behave like Leonora, I want nothing to do with it.”
***
Although she had tried the dress on several times while it was being made, and had been excited by its glory even when it was full of pins and coloured tacking, the excitement was nothing compared to this. Now she was ready for it. Drenched in rose-water and clad in a fresh set of underwear (all of the finest lawn, trimmed with hand-made lace), she stood, her arms stretched up to the ceiling, while they lifted the immense weight of the skirt over her head. As the wave of silk lining passed her face she smelt the very richness of the cloth, and felt satisfied that this, of all wedding dresses, was the most magnificent and that she, of all brides, would be the most beautiful. It mattered desperately that it should be so. She wanted so much to be perfect for Freddy, for she was always sensible that he had rescued her and transformed her life. She owed him everything and she was determined he would not be disappointed. All the stupidity of the past was to be packed away and forgotten, like her old clothes. She was starting again, and she had Freddy to thank for it.
Gently she touched the cascade of lace ruffles which, with daring asymmetry, trimmed the over-skirt, a token preening gesture, while the maids more effectively smoothed out the folds of satin, all of which had been carefully weighted with tiny pieces of lead shot so that they should hang beautifully.
“Oh, Leonora!” gasped Blanche. “It’s wonderful!”
Then they helped her into the bodice which was so artfully cut that it fitted like a second skin. The armholes were so tiny she could not lift her arms more than a little, but she would not need to. She did not have to dash around like a girl any more. Such behaviour was undignified. The restraints did not pain her in the least, as they fixed up the back of the bodice.
The final flourish was the veil: a great sweep of silk gauze with a scalloped edge, fixed with a tiny coronet of flowers. It was very simple, but the effect was to place her in a haze of white, so she could approach the altar as if wrapped in a cloud of mist. The dressmaker had wanted all sorts of elaborations, but Leonora, knowing that as the Duchess of Melrose her clothes would be particularly regarded, knew she must make an unforgettable opening statement. Looking at her reflection, she knew she had achieved it.
“It’s time we went down, you know,” said her mother. There had been some debate as to where the ceremony should be held. The chapel within the Castle was traditional, but it was tiny and rather ugly in Leonora’s mind. She had decided on St Salvator’s, the Episcopalian church in Port Blane where the family usually worshipped. It was not old but it had been beautifully fitted out by her grandfather with mosaics and painted glass. Besides, it gave the opportunity for a grand carriage parade down to the church. Her mother had suggested, rather irritatingly, that, because of the circumstances, the whole ceremony should be as discreet as possible, but Leonora saw no reason why. Surely it was best to silence any wagging tongues with a great self-confident show? Sir Walter had fortunately agreed, and they had planned a wedding far grander than that envisaged by Isobel.
As they stood in the entrance hall, waiting to go out to the carriage, Leo could not help thinking of Isobel as she looked at her trio of bridesmaids. Leonora had expected to be only a bridesmaid that autumn, and not a bride. It was Isobel she really had to thank for this opportunity, and she wished for a moment that she could be there, a bridesmaid herself. If she had only left it at the breaking of the engagement. That would have been forgivable and then she could have been there. Why on earth had she done such a thing as to run away with that man? Freddy was so dear and so wonderful that it seemed inexplicable.
But this was not the time for that old agony. It was time to get into the barouche with her father and drive down to Port Blane to St Salvator’s. It would be the last time that Leonora Buchanan would make such a journey. It would be the Duchess of Melrose who came back to drink champagne and be kissed by her new family.
***
“It looks like a florist’s shop in here,” said Mrs Faulkner in a more than audible whisper, glancing around her. “What is wrong with the chapel? Your father and I were married there. These showy weddings – it’s very middle class, you know. I’m surprised Melrose has allowed it.”
“Dukes can do what they like,” said Louis.
“Certainly they can,” said Mrs Faulkner. “Do you know, I think I can smell incense? That Mr Gillespie is dangerously high, I think.”
“It’s the lilies,” said Louis, and wondered if he had been foolish to come.
“It’s incense,” she said stoutly. “Have you heard from Rory?”
He was surprised she asked. It had been a month since Rory had gone to Edinburgh, and Louis had gone back to London very shortly afterwards, leaving his mother on Blane.
“He’s not much of a correspondent, you know that,” he said.
“But you’ve heard from him?”
“I had a brief note.”
“What is he doing then?” she asked.
“I thought you didn’t care.”
“Don’t be silly, Louis. What is he doing?”
“Teaching, I gather, at some private school.”
“Good God,” she sighed.
“At least it is a profession,” Louis defended his brother.
“An usher – at a private school!” she exclaimed. “No gentleman would think of such a thing.”
“We should be thankful it isn’t a board school,” said Louis. This suggestion would probably have provoked a furious retort had not the organist, who had been filling the air with those unmemorable voluntaries which do not inhibit conversation, changed key and broke into the Wedding March.
Everyone got to their feet and shuffled round to stare at the bride, as is customary on such occasions, as if she has been brought out from purdah for the first time that day. Louis wished he had never laid eyes on her, and was reluctant to turn, as everyone else did, and see her again. He knew she was going to look very beautiful and he did not think he could bear it. Rory had been right to stay away and he was a fool to have come, thinking that his sense of duty must override his emotions. He could hear appreciative murmurs as she came up behind them, and he put out one hand on to the pew to steady himself. At last she passed, as he still stared forward, and he saw only a glimpse of floating gauze falling over satin-covered shoulders. At the chancel steps, where Melrose was waiting for her, she stopped and turned so that he could see her properly. She was smiling, smiling rapturously, exactly as a bride should smile. Her happiness was almost tangible and he grabbed at it, small shred that it was, and tried to console himself with it.
He could hardly do it. As she folded back the veil to show herself to her future husband, she did it with an eloquent gesture which would have become a great actress. He could only feel bitterly jealous and wonder if he could ever stop loving her, even as she pledged herself with such sincerity to another man.
Chapter 17
Leonora, with the typical pragmatism of a British tourist, turned into the Piazza San Marco and wondered if she should not have brought her umbrella after all. Three weeks of continental life had made her reckless in this respect. On Blane one always took precautions. The matchless autumnal sunlight which had followed them from Paris to Nice struck her as less reliable. It had been balmy yesterday when they had arrived but now on this first day of October she sensed, or rather remembered, that winter, even so far south, was on its way.
Freddy was sleeping and she had slipped out without disturbing him, not because she wished to be apart from him, but because she wanted to buy him a surprise, some little trifle to mark their arrival in Venice. The manager at the Danieli had told her that the best shopping streets, the Mercerie, were directly across the Piazza and offered one of his assistants to help her with her purchases. But she had declined, anxious to try out her own Italian, even if it was the stuff of the schoolroom and the songbook. She had so enjoyed shopping in Paris – why should Venice not be the same?
She sensed rain in the air and feared a little for her new walking dress – it was Paquin, after all – a wonderful grey-blue taffeta which resembled the colour of the waters of the Grand Canal. This thought made her forget about the possibility of rain and remember instead that this was Venice and a miracle to be appreciated. To her right, the white-iced cake of the Doge’s Palace had given place to the facade of St Mark’s; although she knew it from engravings in Ruskin, still it came as a surprise, and she could not help stopping to stare like the other tourists. And because, unlike them, she did not have her Baedeker or a copy of The Stones of Venice to consult, she found it all the more wonderful and undiluted by other people’s opinions.
“It’s extraordinary, isn’t it? The more I look, the less I understand how it could be possible.”
St Mark’s seemed to crumble at the sound of that voice. Leonora turned slowly, not knowing what to do, and then saw that the voice was not the product of her imagination. It was Isobel speaking. And as she stared at St Mark’s, she stared at her, as if she were one of the strange beauties of the place. It was scarcely the Isobel she remembered. Her appearance was exotic, bordering on the odd to Leo’s eye, sharpened as it was by the couture houses of Paris. She wore a dress made of some soft red stuff, very loose in the draping, caught in at the waist with a great silver buckle. Her hat was a broad, squashed black velvet affair with a pair of long curling dark feathers, and she wore a short black cloak that seemed to hang so low across her shoulders that it might, at any moment, slip off. Over her arm, most curiously of all, was that dowdy basket to which she had been so attached, full of fruit.
It disturbed Leonora deeply, this unexpected sight of Isobel. The moment of recognition seemed to stretch as she stared, taking in every queer detail. Then she remembered herself, and without thinking about it a moment longer, began to step past her.
“You can’t cut me, Leo,” said Isobel, catching her arm.
“Let go!” she said, a little hotly.
“If you promise you won’t run away.”
“I ought to.”
“Why ought you?” said Isobel.
“Why? Who are you to ask that? Standing here, brazen as the day–”
“Oh Leo, for heaven’s sake!”
“I can’t talk to you,” said Leo. “You must see that.”
“I’m disappointed in you.” But Isobel released her arm.
“You are disappointed?” Leo could not help turning back incredulous at this. “What do you think we felt? Aren’t you the least bit ashamed of what you did?”
“I didn’t murder anyone, Leo,” said Isobel.
“What you did was worse. It’s a disgrace. Look at you! Wearing red, as well! Have you no shame?”
At this Isobel laughed. “A scarlet woman, indeed,” she said. “Come on, Leo, let’s sit down and talk.”
“I couldn’t possibly. You and I – we can’t be seen together.”
“I am sure the Duchess of Melrose’s reputation is unassailable.”
“How do you know that?”
“Vivien, of course. And what else would you be doing in the Piazza San Marco with a twenty-guinea Paris dress on your back? Frankly, I rather thought I might run across you.”
“Then you’ve deliberately come looking for me?”
“No, John and I live here.”
“Don’t mention that man.”
“Heavens, what a prude you’ve become!” exclaimed Isobel.
“No, it’s just that you have lost every shred of decency.”
“This is ridiculous, Leo. We can’t go on like this.”
“I don’t see why not. You can’t expect me to receive you, surely?”
“I don’t want to sit in your drawing room! I want to talk to you, as my sister. Don’t worry, we shan’t be embarrassing you in town – we have more discretion than that. What do you think we are?”
“I don’t know what to think.”
“Then stop judging, and come and have a cup of coffee.” She indicated one of the cafes in the Piazza.
“I couldn’t, really – it’s so public.”
“Leonora, I am not a whore,” said Isobel bluntly.
“Bel, shush,” said Leo, embarrassed now and glancing around them, lest anyone should have heard.
“I suppose we have changed,” said Isobel with a sigh. “But can’t we try? For the sake of the past? Please, Leo, it would mean a lot.”
“All right,” said Leonora, “but I can’t be long. Freddy will wonder what has become of me.”
“I understand. Now, let’s go to Florian’s. It’s a Venetian institution, you know.”
It was warm enough to sit outside, although Leo would have preferred to go inside.
“You’ll see nothing there,” said Isobel, sitting down. “And you were staring so hard at San Marco when I interrupted you. You will want to study it longer.”
“How can you be so calm?” said Leonora.
“Venice is a soothing place,” she replied and gave an order to the waiter in surprisingly confident Italian. “And you are looking very magnificent, Leo. Freddy obviously suits you very well.”
“Thank you,” she managed to say.
“Better than he would have suited me, I am sure,” she said.
“Bel, I can understand that you and Freddy were not right for each other, but the rest I really can’t see.”
“You can’t see how I could love a married man? Love doesn’t come to order, Leo, you must realise that.”
“You shouldn’t have let it happen.”
“You can’t stop a thing like that. It’s too powerful. It would be a wickedness to stop.”
“No, it was wicked to go on,” insisted Leo, thinking of Rory.
“Is it wicked to be happy?”
“How can you be happy, Bel? You’re position is so… so… irregular.”
Isobel smiled. “I like your diplomacy, Leo. It will do very well at Melrose House.”
“But you will have no security. Without his name, you have nothing.”
“You sound like John,” Isobel replied. “And you need not worry on that account. He has settled more money on me than I know what to do with.”
“Bel, don’t – you sound like a kept woman.”
“And aren’t you?” she retorted. “Aren’t all wives?”
“You are his mistress.”
“His lover,” corrected Isobel.
“What difference does a word make?” said Leonora. “It doesn’t change what you are.”
“A fallen woman? Is that how you really see it? Can’t you understand anything, Leo?”
“I think you should leave him, before it’s too late,” said Leonora, earnestly. “It would be still be possible. One can always turn these things around, believe me. I speak from experience.”
“Oh yes?” said Isobel. “Are you talking about Rory?”
“Yes.” She hardly liked to talk about him, but she felt she must say something. “He asked me to go away with him, and I almost did, you know. I was so stupid. He’d enslaved me and I had to struggle to get free.”
“And you are free now?” asked Isobel.
“Do you think I should have gone with him?” Leonora sounded horrified.
“That isn’t for me to say,” Isobel replied. “Did you love him?”
“Of course not! How could I?”
“Because he had nothing, I suppose. Freddy is very easy to fall in love with, isn’t he?”
“I don’t know how you can say such things,” said Leonora. “I didn’t think you could be so horrid, Bel. Freddy and I are terribly happy, and we always will be. Just you wait and see.”
“I’m sorry, Leo, I didn’t mean it like that – I was just speaking from my own experience. One can be so convinced of a thing; and then it falls away, as if nothing had ever been there. You and Rory seemed to be madly in love, you know.”
“Well, it is all thoroughly over now, thank goodness. And I do love Freddy properly, I assure you. I only told you about Rory to show you that you can get free. There’s no need for you to go on.”
“Could you leave Freddy if I told you to?” asked Isobel.
“Of course not,” said Leo.
“Then don’t ask me to leave John.”
“You should, you really should,” said Leo relentlessly. It had to be said, after all. What hope could there be for Isobel in this impossible, immoral life of hers?
“I never thought you listened to Mr Gillespie’s sermons, Leo,” said Isobel, sharply.
“And I thought you did. I would have thought you knew better.”
“I know better now. Now I know that stuff was bunkum but I took it like a child takes a sweet. But can’t you see that such narrow-mindedness is poison? Look what it has done to us, Leo. Look how we are, sitting here quarrelling.”
“It’s not a question of narrow-mindedness, it’s a question of right and wrong.”
“You can’t deal in absolutes in such cases. It doesn’t work.”
“I think you are just looking for excuses,” said Leonora. “But you ought to face up to yourself, Isobel, and see that you have done wrong.”
“What do you want, Leo, a repentant sinner weeping on your shoulder? A prodigal daughter to take home. What an interesting souvenir from Venice that would be. A fine start for the Duchess of Melrose – every mission in London would want you as its patroness.”
“You have no right to say such things,” said Leonora, hotly.
“Do I not? Have I forsworn all rights to feelings, Leo? I am still human, although you are obviously looking for horns and a tail. Oh, let us just be friends again. That is all I ask.”
“That’s simply impossible,” said Leonora. “I have tried, at least I can say that.” She got up, not having touched a drop of the nasty-looking dark coffee in the tiny cup. “I have to go.”
Isobel shook her head wearily.
“You didn’t try,” she said. “If you had tried you would see, you would understand.”
“I shall never understand you, Isobel.” Leonora walked away, past the trio of musicians playing some romantic and inappropriate Italian air, into the vast emptiness of the Piazza.
***
Already, thought Isobel, watching her go, she walks like a Duchess. She was no longer a girl, but a proud, almost baroque figure, who in that confection of taffeta and lace suited the Piazza. “I might so easily have been like that,” she reflected, taking a sip of the bitter espresso; “I would have been unable to see that the world is complicated. She cannot help herself.”
But making an excuse for her did not stop Isobel feeling angry. There had been such naked contempt in Leonora’s eyes, such prurient disapproval that Isobel knew she did not deserve. From a stranger perhaps, she might expect it, but from her own sister! Vivien had warned her that Leonora had changed, and she knew she herself had changed, yet she had thought that any gulf which lay between them could be bridged. That was why, when she had been standing there gazing at the facade of San Marco, she had rushed up to speak to her. It had seemed such a wonderful opportunity.
However, what had looked like an opportunity to her had been only an embarrassment to Leonora. She could never have guessed that Leonora would be so lacking in charity. It was as if she had been the cuckoo in the Buchanan nest. If Hugh and Vivien could accept it, why could she not? Why did she feel she must preach, especially when her own moral slate was not entirely clean? What right had the girl who had flirted so outrageously with Rory to tell her she was wrong? It stank of hypocrisy.
She finished her coffee quickly, anxious to go home and reassure herself with the sight of John. For Venice now was home. In the space of two months it had infected her blood and she could not believe that she had ever been meant to live anywhere else. As she walked back she remembered how little Dandershall had impressed her, compared to her first sight of Venice. She knew of course that everyone was overwhelmed by Venice, but she had felt at once deeply comfortable with it, as if it were not the least bit foreign to her. She was happy to wander about alone while John worked at his monograph, practising her Italian in the markets or exploring obscure and dusty churches. Life here had proved wonderfully informal: there was no need to ring for a carriage or carry calling cards; no need to change one’s dress five times a day; no need to keep up appearances.
She had reached the Accademia Bridge, and she stopped half-way across to admire the sweep of buildings on the far shore of the Grand Canal, running down to the Salute church. When one had to pay a toll to cross it was as well to get one’s money’s worth, and she especially enjoyed this view as it showed the best side of their own palazzo, its balconies still decorated with scarlet geraniums. It made her realise again what a crude monstrosity Blane was, how clumsily it was all put together compared to the effortless grace of these ancient stones. She wished then that she could have Leonora with her, wished that she had been able to make her understand. Yet she knew in that moment it was a forlorn and futile hope. They inhabited different worlds, with irreconcilable cultures.
Strolling the last little distance into the tiny campo on to which the back of the palazzo gave, she began to understand those differences, and see what changes they had wrought in her. She saw how she was no longer defined by her family – she was not a Miss Buchanan of Blane any more, but simply Isobel Buchanan. John might have brought her there, and they might be lovers, but to his friends – those interesting, independent-minded people – she was an individual to be valued for herself. They asked her what she did – a question which she had been unable to answer. She did not write, or paint or have intellectual ambitions as they did. She had not been brought up to have such notions. She had expected people to ask who her family was, and she knew now that this was what she had always disliked, that sense of being defined only in terms of men. It was what had always frightened her about marrying Freddy. His identity would have swallowed up her own, masking and muffling her true self with that grand, unavoidable title. It had done that to Leonora, in such a short space of time. She seemed even to speak with his voice. The girl who had played so dangerously with her cousin had been quite squashed and replaced by a creature of consequence but one with no opinions of her own.
She pushed open the wrought-iron gate which led to the small courtyard garden behind the palazzo, and stood for a moment in that exquisite, enclosed space. To some it might have seemed a prison, albeit a very beautiful one, but she knew she was not imprisoned. Unlike Leonora, her soul was still her own.
She went in, not leaving her basket of fruit in the kitchen but carrying it upstairs with her, because she intended to arrange it herself in some large bowls, upon red and green vine-leaves from the courtyard. They would make a fine decoration for the long dark oak table that ran down the centre of the first-floor drawing room; the light would slant across from the three arched windows, illuminating all their subtle autumnal colours. It was not difficult to make a work of art of everything in this house: even an unmade bed had a quality of aesthetic pleasure to it that it had never had at Blane.
She paused in the doorway for a moment. John and Maurice Auberon were standing at the far end discussing Jim Henderson’s picture, which had recently been hung there.
“It is the colour which astonishes me,” said Maurice, a young painter from Paris. “And the light – merveilleuse! I had not thought that a Scotsman could have such a sense of it.”
“Watch what you say about Scotsmen, Maurice,” said Isobel, laughing. “We have a passion for colour and light – because we get so little of it, I suppose.”
They turned and smiled at her approach, John particularly. “What, more fruit, Bel?”
“I’m afraid so. You see, I go to the market to practise my Italian, Maurice, and I get carried away. This fruit is so beautiful.”
“You should learn to paint, Isobel,” said Maurice. “I’d be happy to teach you.”
“You would be wasting your time,” said Isobel. “I have no facility for it. You’ll stay and help us eat some of this, won’t you?”
“I’ve already persuaded him,” said John, “and Helga would have stayed but she had to go for her singing lesson.”
“Oh, how annoying I missed her!” Isobel was becoming very friendly with Helga, a Swedish girl of about her age who had come to study music in Venice.
“You’ll see her tonight,” said Maurice. “The Contessa insists we take her box at the Fenice.”
“Again?” Isobel was delighted. “What are they giving?”
“Traviata,” Maurice told her with enthusiasm. “And Constanza Bartolli will be taking the lead.”
“Ah, I see,” said Isobel. “So you will be happy, won’t you, Maurice?” He had a tendre for that particular soprano.
“Have you persuaded her to sit for you yet?” asked John.
“I may as well hope to get her into my bed,” said Maurice, stealing a plum from Isobel’s basket. “She is like the Bastille, you know.”
Isobel glanced up at the picture, to where Leonora gazed out with serene beauty, and imagined how her features might pucker with disapproval at such a remark.
Chapter 18
“Of course,” Leonora was saying, “you simply can’t believe how beautiful the Princess of Wales really is. Her photographs simply don’t do her justice – and as for her clothes… ”
Vivien stifled a yawn. She had not meant to, but she found she was tired after her journey and the room was unbearably warm. She could not believe that a room in a Scottish house could be made so warm. None of the rooms at Blane had ever managed to reach such a temperature in November as Leonora’s sitting room at Dandershall Palace. Perhaps that was why she kept it so warm. She had never liked winter, whereas Vivien had always thrived in the cold and been proud of her hardiness. Now she felt she might suffocate.
She took another gulp of tea to wet her parched throat. Really, it was Leonora who should be thirsty; she had been talking so hard it was a wonder she was not hoarse. The teacup, as fragile and as tiny as a half eggshell, was soon emptied and she reached out to refill it. Why did Leonora not have decent-sized cups, for heaven’s sake? Probably she would have thought them indelicate in this temple of femininity, which she had, rather self-consciously, dubbed her boudoir.
Leonora was sitting back in a large curvy armchair, which seemed to embrace her with its generosity. She was dressed in a silk tea-gown, which was like most things in this room a subtle, but still sweet, shade of pink. The effect was to wash everything with a rose haze, as if one were drowning in a pink sea. Vivien, in a mole-brown velvet tailor-made, felt like a dirty brown spot amongst all this preciosity and was convinced she would smash a teacup or stain the pale carpet with jam. It was so unlike Blane, where the furniture was massive and indestructible. Everything was either too dainty or too fragile or too obviously precious. It would make the most gracious person feel clumsy.
“More tea?” said Leonora, noticing her outstretched hand.
“Please.”
As Leo poured out from the silver pot, Vivien could not help remembering her in the nursery performing a similar function for a circle of dolls. Sometimes she had been coerced into being a guest at those tea parties, but not often. It had not taken Leonora long to realise that Vivien was not good at such pretending.
“What do you think of the tapestry?” asked Leonora, returning the cup. “We bought it in Paris.”
It was a fanciful eighteenth-century scene, with a shepherdess and a musician engaged upon some pastoral idyll. Their expressions were coy and sentimental and Vivien could hardly think of anything pleasant to say about it.
“Very pretty.” She swallowed down her fresh cup of tea.
“You shouldn’t gulp like that – it looks terrible, “ said Leonora.
Vivien stared for a moment. “I’m thirsty.”
“Still,” her sister went on, “it doesn’t look good.”
“Who’s looking?”
“That’s not the point. When you do your season, Viv, you’ll find that everyone stares at everything. One can’t be too careful about details.”
“Oh God,” muttered Vivien and wondered why she had consented to come. She had a nasty feeling that Leonora was plotting.
“You’ve been on Blane too long,” said Leonora with a sigh. “If only you had come to us in the spring. Why, you might be engaged now.”
“I couldn’t leave Hugh, you know that,” said Vivien. “He hasn’t been at all well.”
“Mama doesn’t think so.”
“Because he doesn’t let her see. But it’s all too obvious. I wish you would write and tell him he should see someone.”
“I’m sure it’s not as bad as you say.”
“You haven’t seen him, Leo. He’s as thin as a rake and I’m sure he’s been coughing blood.”
“Oh nonsense, he couldn’t possibly be. He’s always been fit as a fiddle. Besides, if you are so worried about him, why have you decided to come now?”
“Because he told me to.”
“Exactly. Hugh can’t be worried or he wouldn’t have sent you away. I know what store he sets by you.”
“I think he was being noble, stupidly noble.”
“Sensible, I should say. He wants you to have a chance, just as I do. You should be thankful and not sitting there fretting about him.”
“Well, I suppose he does seem better than he was.”
“It’s just a passing thing, I’m sure,” said Leonora. “Don’t torture yourself. It makes you frown.”
“I’ll frown all I like, thank you,” said Vivien, getting up. She wanted to pace up and down, but the room was crammed with potted palms and gilded occasional chairs and she was afraid, too. So she leant on a chair-back instead, stretching each leg in turn, like a dancer at the barre. Then she yawned again, overcome by her own exhaustion.
“No wonder you are so sour,” said Leonora. “You’re obviously all done in.”
“Absolutely,” admitted Vivien. “If you let me have a rest, I’ll be sparkling company at dinner.”
“I’ll get Mrs Powell to take you up to your room,” said Leo, reaching out and pulling on a damask bell-pull. Obviously this task was beneath Her Grace, reflected Vivien wryly.
She followed the housekeeper upstairs, rather chilled by the faceless grandeur of it all. Mrs Powell was fastidiously correct in her duties, and unlike the servants at Blane had no desire to indulge in welcoming chatter. Ducal etiquette obviously did not permit such a thing, and Vivien was left in her large, grand bedroom feeling very much a stranger. But then Jeanie, whom Lady Buchanan had insisted come with her, came in from the dressing-room.
“Well, Jeanie, what are they like downstairs?” she asked.
“You never saw such a stuck-up group o’ bodies,” said Jeanie forthrightly. “You’d think it was the Queen hersel’ lived here. I don’t know what got into Miss Leo, but I canna say I like it.”
“No, neither do I,” said Vivien, pulling back the stamped velvet curtains. “Now let’s get some fresh air in here!” and she pushed up the sash and put out her head into the dark, damp dusk of Midlothian. Was this really the escape from Blane she wanted?
***
It was always that last hour which Rory found so demoralising. For most of the day, busy as he was, he could bear it, but between three and four time seemed to stand still, and like the boys he was anxious to be released from servitude.
Twelve blank faces, some stupid, some impudent, some stained with ink, stared at him, and feet shuffled beneath desks. He got up from the desk on the little platform at the front, and stood in front of it, thrusting his hands into his pockets and for a moment stared back at them. The boys stirred gently, and he smelt misbehaviour in the air. It was only to be expected on a Friday afternoon. Some bright spark would throw an ink pellet or a paper dart. He knew all the tricks. He had indulged in them all in his own time.
The worst of it was that the hour was to be devoted to religious knowledge, which meant reading and explaining the Bible. Macauley, the headmaster, had taken it quite for granted that he was a Christian, and expected that he should do as all the other masters did. For a year he had done it, and very shaming it was. Every time he did it he felt like a filthy hypocrite but it was a necessary compromise. He was lucky to have the job.
“Right, then, boys,” he said, taking the Bible off his desk, and opening it at the marker which he had put in at last week’s lesson. “Luke, chapter eight. You can read, Innes.”
Innes needed to practise his reading but Rory immediately regretted asking him first. It was painful to listen to the boy stuttering through the parable of the sower, and he could see the others’ patience evaporating.
“All right, Innes, I’ll carry on,” he said, wondering if he read it himself, he might find something to say about it. “‘Now the parable is this: The seed is the word of God. Those by the way side are they that hear; then cometh the devil and taketh away the word out of their hearts, lest they should believe and be saved. They on the rock are they, which, when they hear, receive the word with joy; and these have no root, which for a while believe and in time of temptation fall away. And that which fell among thorns are they, which, when they have heard, go forth and are choked with cares and riches and pleasures of this life, and bring no fruit to perfection. But that on the good ground are they, which in an honest and good heart, having heard the word, keep it and bring forth fruit with patience.’”
He stopped there – it became incomprehensible beyond. The boys stared at him, waiting for his prompting. Perhaps they expected a good exposition on the subject, just as they heard from their ministers in the pulpit. Suddenly he was filled with an insatiable desire for mischief, just as they were no doubt.
“How many of you actually believe that?” he said. “How many of you think you are damned if you don’t do as it says in the Bible? Put your hands up if you do believe all this says.”
Slowly the hands went up, all of them.
“Do you really believe it?” he said again. “All of it, every word? Adam and Eve, for example?”
The hands remained in the air and they looked highly suspicious of this line of questioning.
“You can put your hands down now,” he told them. One tentative hand remained up.
“Yes, Murray?”
“Please sir, are we really damned if we don’t believe in all of it?” Murray said. He sounded frightened.
“No,” said Rory. “Whether you believe in this or not is a matter of temperament, of taste. It doesn’t matter whether you believe in it or not, in the same way it doesn’t matter whether you believe in ghosts or not. It doesn’t make any difference.” Murray looked puzzled, so Rory made himself plain. “If you can’t believe it, don’t worry about it. You can’t go to Hell. It doesn’t exist.”
There was a little frisson of shock at this, which depressed him. They were all so young and yet already set in an aspic of supernatural lies.
“Our minister says that Hell is being without God,” said one of them.
“Then we are there already, because God doesn’t exist either.”
At this they simply gawped and Rory snapped his Bible shut with a decisive, triumphant gesture. The pleasure of stirring things up at last was quite wonderful.
“Sir, how do you know that?” said Murray.
“How do you know that he exists?” responded Rory.
“Because it says so in the Bible,” said Innes, stoutly.
“And what is the Bible? Where did that come from?”
“The Bible is God breathed,” said Johnston, glibly.
“And what does that mean?” said Rory. There was a long pause as Johnston chewed on his pencil.
“It means...” he began, “it means he sort of told people what they should write. He guided their hand – like he told Moses the ten commandments,” he added triumphantly.
“Have you any evidence for that?” said Rory. “Eh?” Johnston looked crestfallen. He could not answer. “The fact is that this book is like any other you might read. If you read a story about a great monster in Princes Street you wouldn’t believe it, would you? Well, there’s equal nonsense in here,” he tapped the Bible, “but it’s so old that we’ve forgotten to read it properly. We don’t believe in Zeus or Hera or Apollo, do we, just because Homer has put them in the Odyssey? But with this book, we put our reason out of the window and treat it like a report in this morning’s newspaper. Let’s go back to Adam and Eve, shall we? Who thinks that we are all descended from those two?”
“Well, we’re not descended from monkeys, are we, sir?” said Mackinnon, and raised a laugh.
“I certainly am,” said Rory, and got a bigger laugh. “And you are too, I am afraid. There is more evidence for that than anything in this book. One of you lads must be a fossil-hunter.” Scott, a rather quiet boy, admitted to it. “Right then, Professor Scott, why don’t you tell us about fossils.”
“Sir?”
“Tell these ignoramuses what they are.”
“They’re the imprints of ancient animals and plants caught in stone when it wasn’t stone – you find fishes and things – some things which don’t exist any more.”
“Very good,” said Rory. “And the interesting thing about them is that we can tell exactly how long ago these animals must have lived because geologists have learnt to date rocks. And they have found that in the beginning, in the oldest rocks that is, the animals are all very simple, like worms, but as time on goes on, as millions of years pass by, they get more and more complicated. You don’t get fishes at first or birds, or monkeys for that matter.”
“But sir, God created everything in seven days.”
“So the Bible says – but don’t believe everything you read there. Go fossil-hunting with Scott and you’ll see. Now the process I am describing is properly called evolution,” said Rory, noting the schoolmasterly tone of his voice, “and it was discovered by Charles Darwin, who also realised we are descended from apes.”
“What about Adam and Eve then, sir?” asked Mackinnon.
“They are simply a story to explain things, before people were able to study the evidence we have today. The ancient Greeks had stories of their own to explain the beginning of the world. Now at last, though, we have the truth, and we can consign this to a shelf with storybooks on it, or better still…” and he dropped the Bible on the floor and ground it under his foot symbolically. “There, now we’ve disposed of that bogey, gentlemen, we are intellectually free.” He had no idea how much of this was getting through to them, but he was enjoying it tremendously. For the first time in that grim, green-walled schoolroom he had a sense of doing something useful. “We are free to question everything –”
The door behind him creaked open and the boys scrabbled to their feet.
“Good afternoon, sir,” they all chanted.
“Good afternoon, boys,” said the smooth, Edinburgh tones of Mr Macauley. “You may sit down.”
Rory found himself standing in front of the headmaster with a Bible under his boot and a speech about the necessity of clearing the mind of superstition and false logic on the tip of his tongue.
“Please excuse me, Mr Faulkner,” said Macauley, without a hint of apology, “but I like to check for myself from time to time how the boys’ Bible knowledge is getting on. If I might?” and he made a gesture to suggest that Rory was to go and stand at the side of the class. He went, leaving the Bible where it was. Macauley picked it up, dusted its black leather cover gently with the sleeve of his gown and then held it out to Rory.
“Yours I think, Mr Faulkner,” he said, and smiled like a shark. “Now, which of you boys can tell me the names of the books of the Prophets?” There followed half an hour of keen questioning by Macauley, stuttered answers from the boys and general discomfort by Rory. It made him sickeningly angry to hear Macauley prattling on about the dispensation of the New Testament in the Old but there was nothing he could do about it. He had to keep his temper and keep this job. The magazine would never survive without his meagre salary keeping it afloat. It was strange what he was reduced to for that end – an act of supreme hypocrisy to fund a radical journal, but the magazine was like a mistress to him. It justified all means to continue its existence.
“It seems to me that you boys are rather deficient for your age,” concluded Mr Macauley. The bell was ringing but the boys would not dare close so much as a pencil-box until he permitted them to do so. “What text has Mr Faulkner set you to learn this weekend?”
Rory had done no such thing – he had never done it, in fact.
“I haven’t set it yet,” said Rory hurriedly.
“What did you have in mind?”
“Psalm thirty-four,” improvised Rory without having any idea which one it was, but hoping it was not a long one.
“‘I will bless the Lord at all times; his praise shall be continually in my mouth’,” quoted Macauley. “Yes, that will do very well. But I think a little something else is needed. You will learn Psalm thirty-five as well, please, boys, and I shall come in on Monday to hear you recite it. You may go now, class – quietly, if you please!”
Rory wished he could make a bolt for the door, but it was clear that now the boys were gone Macauley meant to get down to brass tacks.
“I think we should have a little talk, Mr Faulkner,” he said. “There are certain things which have come to my notice about which I cannot be entirely easy. This afternoon seems only to confirm my unease. That Bible – what point were you trying to make?”
“I would have thought the gesture spoke for itself,” said Rory.
“I trust you understand that I cannot permit such behaviour, Mr Faulkner. You are dealing with young and impressionable minds. Educators have a responsibility to set an example of the highest moral kind to their charges and I am beginning to wonder if you are suited to such important work.”
“Well, it rather depends,” said Rory, “what you mean by a high moral example, doesn’t it? I would have thought that involved telling them the truth, rather than indoctrinating them with patent lies.” He hoped to draw the headmaster’s fire with that, but Macauley continued quite calmly.
“I think, Faulkner, you are a very unfortunate young man. You have obviously picked up some dangerous ideas, and having a rash temperament you are unable to see their pernicious nature. Now you must believe that I am concerned for you m this, but I do have wider responsibilities. The moral welfare of the boys in this school must always be my first consideration. What precisely are your beliefs?”
“I believe that two and two make four,” said Rory, quoting Moliere’s Don Juan.
“I see,” said Macauley, with a slight sigh. “The case is as I feared. Unless you are able to modify your extreme opinions, I am afraid that you are an unsuitable person to be employed in this school.”
“What do you expect me to do?” exclaimed Rory. “Do you want me to have a blinding vision and fall to my knees a weeping penitent? Or would you rather I resigned? I think you would be quite happy to be rid of me, even if I did get those idiots through their scholarship papers.”
“I concede you have done some good work in the science department,” said Macauley, “but your general tone is… regrettable. I have had suspicions for quite a while now, and this afternoon’s incident –”
“Why don’t you just sack me, for God’s sake!” said Rory, his patience exhausted.
“That would be unjust of me. I wish to give you a stern warning instead, Faulkner. Go home and consider your position. Think of the future – and I do not simply mean your earthly future. You might find that thinking constructively about the Christian religion brings benefits. I can assure you it does, but you must find that for yourself. I should, as a headmaster, be concerned to lose you – you have some talent as a teacher, Mr Faulkner, but I would be more concerned as a Christian if you never understood the absolute love and power of Jesus Christ.”
“What you are saying is that to keep my job, which you have admitted I am not incompetent at, I must embrace the Lord, as you evangelists so quaintly put it?”
“I am saying that if you are to continue here, Mr Faulkner, you must make some efforts in that direction. I have some excellent tracts which I am sure put arguments that you have not yet considered.”
“No, no, no!” said Rory, exasperated now. “Not on those terms, thank you very much. You will have my letter of resignation on Monday morning, Mr Macauley. I have compromised myself enough here. I have better things to do than this!” This time he hurled the Bible to the floor and cut briskly out of the room, pulling off his gown – that symbol of servitude – as he went.
Chapter 19
The light was long gone but Jim, absorbed in his work, had not noticed it go and so found himself sitting in semi-darkness, the wood block in front of him vanishing in the grey light. With annoyance, he put down his chisel and reached for a match to light the oil lamp. He found his eyes were hurting and there was a painful crick in his neck. It was time to stop work.
The woodcuts had been Rory’s idea: a cheap, simple way to illustrate the pages of the Candlemaker Review. At first they had been a harmless pastime for Jim, a new medium to experiment with, but now, he realised, he was obsessed with them. He had been sitting by that north window since about ten that morning, working on a ten-inch-square block. There was so much he could do with a woodcut. The discipline it imposed he had found liberating. There was such expression to be got in black and white alone that he wondered how he had ever allowed himself to be seduced by colour. Making a successful woodcut demanded a mixture of sculpture and draughtsmanship. When he had mastered the technique, and when he was satisfied with his own ability to express form and meaning by it, he would return to painting. But until then the chisel and the pencil were his tools. It was a grim task he had set himself, but it suited his mood.
The design he was working on showed Greyfriars Kirkyard, which their ramshackle tenement in Candlemaker Row overlooked. He had filled a book with sketches of it, endlessly fascinated by the strange shapes of the old graves and the sense of decay. It made a very suitable subject for the cover of the winter edition of the Review, and they would print it out on some wonderful grey, hand-made paper which they had discovered in the back of an old stationer’s in Leith Walk. This block was his third attempt and finally he was beginning to feel that it was coming right.
He got up and crouched by the dying fire in the pretty eighteenth century hob grate (the tenement had seen better days) but the aesthetics scarcely concerned him now. He was wondering whether he could justify the extravagance of putting on a little more coal, for the box was almost empty and they had not the money to refill it that week. He decided not. With Rory out of work, and his own income somewhat precarious, it was best to keep the coal for when it was really needed. But he found he was too hungry to practise similar self-denial in respect of the last quarter of a loaf of bread. He split it into two thick slices and toasted them the best he could against the feeble flames of the fire, before smearing them with a minuscule quantity of dripping. These he ate kneeling on the rag rug by the fire, poring over the first proofs of the Review which were spread out on the floor. There was no room for them on the table because the small hand press and boxes of type took up all the available space.
The next edition was shaping up well, as far as he could judge. Even the strange Celtic poetry by an undergraduate called Finlay, who Rory was convinced was a genius, looked good, even if it was incomprehensible. That was the wonder of printing things oneself; for all the hard work it involved, one could get absolutely the right effect. The poems, laid out generously on the centre of the page, using a typeface that would not have disgraced a seventeenth-century Bible, had an authority which commonplace type could not confer. At the bottom of one page, after a brief ode to St Finbar (Finlay was something of a hagiographer) there was a space that cried out for a beautiful little woodcut. An angel perhaps, Jim wondered, finishing the last of his toast and wishing there were something to follow.
He looked up as the door jerked open and Rory came in.
“It’s not that bad – really it isn’t,” said Rory. “We don’t have to eat dirt just yet.”
“I was just keeping warm,” said Jim, staggering to his feet. “You sound damn cheerful. Have you had some luck?”
“Have I had some luck?” asked Rory coyly. “Well, possibly...”
“Spit it out, man, for God’s sake.”
“Here –” he reached in his pocket and produced a five-pound note. “This is for you. I sold a couple of your woodcuts.”
“How? To whom?” Jim was almost unable to believe this piece of good fortune.
“To a living saint called Henry Brodie, as in Brodie and Brodie, the law publisher. He’s just taken over from his old man and he wants to shake the business up a bit. Apparently, there isn’t the money in law books there was – which is surprising considering there are more lawyers than ever. But to keep to the point: I was doing my usual begging to the head clerk to see if they wanted a clerk or a bookkeeper, and Brodie comes out of his office and calls me in. It’s enough to make you believe in God, isn’t it?”
“Is it?”
“Well, almost. But the upshot is I’ve got a job, and he wants more of your stuff. He wants to do a series of art guidebooks with good illustrations. You’re to go and see him on Monday to be briefed. He was damn impressed with the Review, you know, I think he might be persuaded to help out there – but I don’t want him involved too much. We have our independence to think of.”
“Ach, never look a gift-horse in the mouth,” said Jim, picking up the five-pound note and staring at it reverently. “Let’s go out and celebrate. I’m bloody starving. What will you be doing?”
“Learning the business – editing, proof-reading, that sort of thing. And I’ll get ten quid a month without selling my soul for it. God, I can’t think why I didn’t try this before instead of wasting a year as a damned usher. Oh well, where shall we dine?”
“The Beehive,” said Jim promptly, taking his hat and overcoat from the hook on the back of the door. “At least they know what a five-pound note is in there.” He folded it carefully and put into his jacket pocket. “How did you manage to persuade him to give you cash up front?”
“It must be that lean and hungry look in my eyes. No – it was just he was very impressed with the woodcuts. I’m glad I took them with me. It was those views of the churchyard.”
“But I had thrown them away – they were useless.”
“Never throw anything away, Jim. Not everyone has your high standards.”
“This is ridiculous,” said Jim, laughing and shaking his head. “Five quid for something I was going to burn. Seems our luck has changed.”
“I don’t think we’ll ever be millionaires,” said Rory, “but we can turn our back on bread and dripping for a while. Here’s to beefsteak and oysters,” he added, pushing open the door, “and a bottle of Leith claret.”
***
It had taken Vivien a few days to realise what it was about life at Dandershall she found so uncomfortable. Now, seated at dinner with eleven other people, she understood. It was the vulgarity of it. This dinner, the culmination of the first day of a small house party (or at least Leo and Freddy thought it small) stank of money. It made life at Blane seem as austere as a country manse. Why it was necessary she could not imagine. Freddy had no need to prove anything, after all, and yet he flaunted his wealth like a plutocrat. In fact, he was worse than a plutocrat – for there were a couple of those at the table who struck Vivien as far more discreet. Perhaps if one has had to make one’s money, she reflected, one is less inclined to throw it about.
The state dining room was an imposing room ordinarily, with its gilded pilasters and painted ceiling where gods and goddesses floated against an illusory sky in a paean of praise to the Melrose family. But at night, with the table groaning with plate, with three huge gilt epergnes collapsing under an exotic burden of hothouse flowers and fruit and with dozens of plume-white, gold-flamed candles, it was overwhelming. The dazzle was almost sickening, like the food and the wine: it was all too rich. On the plate in front of her was a partridge stuffed with a quail, stuffed with a black truffle, a feat of culinary engineering which struck her as entirely futile.
The talk was of racing and of shooting, about which Vivien knew nothing, and she was sure she was very poor company. She felt a little like a humble governess who has been asked to dine downstairs only to balance an embarrassingly uneven dinner-table. She felt stupid and suffocated and her mind emptied of all those useful meaningless phrases which were so necessary to make small talk. “If this is only a simple dinner in the country,” she thought, “God help me when I get to London!” For that was all settled now and she could see no escape from many further hours of social agony.
“I’m sure you’re not one of these women who’ve decided to take up shooting, Miss Buchanan,” said her neighbour, Lord Fitzjames. He was a guards officer, an impeccably mannered, blond, baby-faced giant.
“No,” she said, unable to think of anything more constructive to say
“Quite right, m’dear,” said her other neighbour, Freddy’s uncle, Lord Ernest. Also a military type, he could have been Lord Fitzjames some twenty years on. “Not at all the thing for a little thing like you.”
She could scarcely believe how patronising he was but glancing down at herself, at her very plain debutante dress, she supposed she did look like a little dab of a thing, to be patronised just like a housemaid. Only married women had any status in this world. She consoled herself with the thought that if she had had a pistol stuck in her sash, she would have been quite tempted to show them all that a woman could shoot, and not only at defenceless pheasants and grouse. How wonderful and how worth while it would be to shoot down some of these stuffed shirts!
Thinking like that made her think of Rory. How he would have made mincemeat of this lot! But he had put himself far beyond the reach of such society. He was a voluntary outcast who had escaped. She wondered what he was doing. From time to time she had received laconic, enigmatic notes from Jim Henderson, and knew they were lodging together in Edinburgh. “I’ll go and see them,” she decided suddenly, noticing the diamond crescents in Leonora’s hair glittering with such insubstantiality that they might have been paste. There was nothing here that she wanted.
***
When they had finished dinner, and conscious of the fact that the night was just beginning, Rory and Jim walked down to a pub in the Cowgate, a raucous seedy place full of Irishmen and exactly suited to Rory’s indestructible euphoria. Such places seemed to him to contain the very essence of life, showing the survival of the human spirit in the worst adversity. These people had nothing, and yet here they drank like kings.
To get to the bar Rory and Jim had to push their way through a crowd whose natural stench was masked by smoke and whisky, but Rory was not repulsed. He had long ago forgotten to be fastidious. He had soon found himself a perch by the bar and was leaning his elbows unconcernedly on its damp, scarred pine surface, wondering what he would drink.
“And what will it be?” someone asked him.
He had been so busy gazing at the lively scene reflected in the mirrors behind the bar he had not noticed the barmaid come up.
“If you are still awake that is,” she added.
Now he did see her he stared, unable to answer. A pretty, well-made face presented itself to him, the fine features outlined by sleek dark hair. “Well?” she said.
“God – I’m sorry,” he replied, recollecting himself. “It’s just ... well, you are quite the image of someone I know.”
“Oh, I know that one.” She smiled. “That’s ancient, that one.”
“But you are,” he protested. “It’s uncanny. Jim, look at her – isn’t she just the spit of Leo?”
Jim, who had been stuffing his pipe, looked up and surveyed her for a moment. “Not far off, certainly.”
“It’s more than that. You might be her twin. This is quite extraordinary. Well, if anyone mistakes you for the Duchess of Melrose, you’ll know why.”
“The Duchess of Melrose! What sort of a fool do you take me for? You wouldn’t know any Duchesses.”
“But I do. She’s my cousin.”
“And I’m the Queen of Sheba then!” exclaimed the girl, highly amused. “Now, do you want something, or have you just come in to try it on?”
“Two pints of heavy, please,” said Rory, “Your Grace.”
“Most people call me Mary.” She was grinning as she walked away to the beer pumps.
The fact was, Rory realised as he watched her draw the pints and crank the pump with a strong, slender arm (her sleeves were rolled up) that this girl was more beautiful than Leonora, if that could be possible. There was a sense of liveliness, of strength that Leo had not had, and Rory felt his instinct kick him in the guts. This girl, in her plain and sturdy working clothes, her hair inexpertly put up, her fine eyes concentrating on the drawing of a pint of beer, seemed to embody some secret, deep-rooted dream of his. He could not look at her without desiring her, and as she returned with the glasses of dark, unctuous beer, he knew he could not let the opportunity pass. And had she not just told him her name without any prompting? By God, his luck certainly had changed.
“That’s fourpence,” she said.
Putting down a half-crown, he said: “Get one for yourself, Mary.”
“Did you get paid today then?” she asked him. “Thanks – I’ll have a port and lemon.”
He was pleased to think what a pretty flush the port would bring to her pale cheeks.
“You’re not from round here, are you?” said Jim.
“No, just off the boat from Ireland,” she replied. “This is my first month here. I’m from Dublin. He’s not from round here, either, is he?” she added, indicating Rory.
“No, I’m a damned Englishman,” said Rory, cheerfully. “What was wrong with Dublin?”
“I had to get away. My father – well, my sister was over here, so I thought, anything’s better than being beaten up by a drunkard, isn’t it?” She spoke calmly of what had presumably been some appalling brutality.
“You were right to get away.” Rory raised his glass to her. “Here’s to escape!” He took a deep draught of beer and noticed that she seemed to be staring at him as much as he was staring at her. “My name’s Rory Faulkner, by the way, and this is Jim Henderson’
“Rory.” She said it appreciatively. “That’s a grand name, an Irish name. Oh, I’ll have to go.” Another customer was signalling from the far end of the bar. Rory watched her walk away with deep satisfaction. It was a privilege just to watch her walk.
Jim sipped his beer and laughed.
“What’s so amusing?” demanded Rory.
“You,” he said.
“Christ, I wish you would fall for a woman once in a while, Jim. I find this god-like imperviousness to their charms quite impossible to live with.”
“You don’t know that I am impervious,” said Jim, picking up his pint.
“If that’s the case, you’re too bloody discreet. You should have been a bourgeois, Jim.”
“Well, I am a Scotsman on the make,” said Jim, getting off his stool. “I’ll leave you to her, Rory. I want to try a sketch of those fellows in the corner. They look like something out of Rembrandt in this light.”
“Oh, has your friend gone?” said Mary when she came back. The fact that she had come back struck Rory as marvellously significant.
“Yes, he’s gone to make a sketch. He’s an artist, you see.”
“Oh…” She rested her elbow lazily on the bar and supported her chin on her open palm. “Is that what you are, then?”
“No, I’m a ne’er-do-well.”
“I might have guessed that. You talk like gentry. Did your family throw you out?”
“I threw myself out.”
“What did you want to do that for?” She was evidently mystified.
“The same reason that you came here, really, I suppose,” he said. “Because I couldn’t stand it, because I was choked by it all.”
“Choked – God, you must have had a lot of money to be choked by it. Why would you want to throw that over? You’re a strange one, aren’t you? When I think how many times I’ve thought I might like some nice rich fellow to ask me to marry him.”
“Is that what you really want?”
“I can think of worse lives. Yes, with a nice big house and someone else to do all the work. And he’d buy me pretty things.”
“He’d probably be unfaithful,” said Rory.
“That wouldn’t matter. I shouldn’t care if I were rich. To be out of a place like this, set up properly – a real carriage woman – that would be something.”
“You’d be a prisoner. Now you are free.”
“You think this is freedom?” she said. “You don’t know anything.”
“If you’d seen those women, you’d know what I meant. They’re like prisoners, sitting with blank faces in their drawing rooms because they are not allowed to think for themselves. But no one tells you what to think, do they? You’ve got your own mind, your own spirit, haven’t you?”
And he reached out and tapped her bare forearm gently with his finger.
“You talk like the devil himself,” she said.
He grinned. “Will you come dancing with me?”
“What?”
“Tonight – there’s a place in Rose Street I know. When you’ve finished here. It goes on all night. Well?”
She stared at him, and then broke into a broad smile.
“Why not? I finish at eleven tonight. What sort of dance is it?”
“An unrespectable one.”
“That’s good because I don’t have a fancy dress.”
“That’s a pity – but there again, it might be gilding the lily… ”
“Get away with you!” she laughed. “I’d better go and do some work. I’ll see you later, though.”
***
It was about five in the morning when Rory took her back to her grim lodgings in the Cowgate. But it did not appear grim as they wandered along its half-lit, grimy length, their arms about each other’s waists, stuffing their mouths with hot, floury, freshly-baked baps. The sheer exultation of the dance was still working on them and made them forget exhaustion. The day which was about to begin, with all its tribulations, was quite irrelevant.
He followed her into the dark close of her tenement, and kissed her again, pressing her back against the wall, tasting the whisky on her lips. She did not resist, yielding to him to such an extent he felt he could have taken her there in that sordid corner at the foot of the stairs. And he knew her passion matched his. He had only to look into her eyes to see it, had only to register the way her fingers stroked at his neck. When he kissed her bare neck and pushed his hand inside her blouse, he felt her shudder, and felt that shudder echo in his own body as he touched that warm skin. He reached further in and fumbled to cup his hand round one of her breasts, but the hard top of her stays made a sharp barrier.
“You’re a fast one, aren’t you, Rory?” she said, but it was not with disapproval. “I’m going to have to go now.”
“When will I see you again?” He was unable to let go of her. “I’ll go mad if I can’t.”
“I have the day off on Sunday.”
“Sunday – that long?”
“I have to work.” She pushed him away a little, but it was gently and kindly done. He understood that they had to leave one another. “I’ll go to eleven o’clock mass at the Cathedral. I’ll meet you there afterwards, if you like.”
“If I like?” he said, putting his hands on either side of her face. “It’s more than liking.” She bit her lip and smiled and he kissed her once again, slowly, on the lips. “Sunday then, Mary, you promise?”
“I promise,” she said, and slipped away up the dark stairs. Rory wondered how he was going to last three days without kissing her again.
Chapter 20
There were certain advantages to living at Dandershall. When one ordered a carriage to go to the station, no one questioned the order. As her Grace’s sister, Vivien found she was implicitly obeyed. At Blane carriages had not been hers to command, and it was a pleasant novelty to bowl along the great carriage drive at Dandershall to catch an early train into Edinburgh. Most of all, it was good to be alone. If she had complained of solitude on Blane, a fortnight of Dandershall had made her crave it. There seemed to be no empty moments: they were all filled up with trivialities which Leonora and Freddy had made into necessities. There was always some visitor to be entertained, or some future event discussed or some dress to be thought of. The Leonora who, on Blane, had sat quietly for so long embroidering (with a patience that Vivien could never understand) had quite disappeared. Now she chattered, as if silence frightened her.
As the carriage turned and drove back towards Dandershall, Vivien bought her ticket, and waited on the platform at South Queensferry for the slow local train, the sort of train which Leonora would never catch. She always drove into Edinburgh to see her dressmaker – Vivien had already accompanied her once or twice on such an excursion. She had felt conspicuous driving up and down Princes Street with the Melrose arms splattered on the side of the carriage, and Edinburgh had struck her as a place that should be explored on foot and anonymously. She wanted to discover it for herself.
It was a perfect day for such an expedition, one of those clear crisp November days which in their dazzle and brightness make one forget all the misery of winter. As the train steamed gently towards Edinburgh, stopping frequently and filling with people, Vivien savoured the wonderful prospect of this day to herself. There were the sights to be seen, of course – this was her country’s capital, after all – the sights should be seen, in homage to her past as a Scotswoman. She would go to St Giles, and see where Jenny Geddes threw her stool at the bishops, for even if her family were Episcopalian, her nurse had been a sturdy Presbyterian. For the same reason, in memory of Bessie’s stories, she would go to Greyfriars Kirkyard where the Covenanters had made their brave pledge of independence. She would walk up to the Castle and compare that famous view with the one she knew so well from the roof of Blane Castle. Then she would seek out Rory.
She smiled as she thought of him. It was impossible not to. All these thoughts of Jenny Geddes and defiance only conjured up his image in her mind, standing in front of them all when they had learnt that Isobel had gone. “Then long live rotten apples!” he had declared. If she had not loved him already she should have loved him then for that spirited defence alone. Then, minutes afterwards, she had seen another side of him, enough to break her heart this time, when he had clung on to her like a child, choking back the tears of anger and passion for love of another woman. His soul had been turned inside-out to her in that moment, and in another it might have destroyed love. Yet for Vivien it had strengthened it and she hoped that a year’s absence, a good space to forget, might open his eyes to her. She could still remember vividly the strength of his bony arms about her.
The train drew into Waverley, and she found herself, with a coquetry which surprised her, checking her appearance in one of the little mirrors above the seats. She was wearing a hat Leonora had sent her from Paris the previous winter, rather high and elaborate for Vivien’s usual taste, but she had to admit it was a good choice and it suited her well, especially with the spotted net veil which Leo had insisted was now de rigueur. It made her reflection look like that of a stranger, and since she was ready for adventure, even of a mild sort, that seemed appropriate. She slipped her hand into her muff to check that her coin purse was still in the pocket there, pushed open the compartment door and stepped down on to the platform.
As she walked through the milling, uncertain mixture of people who congregate at railway stations, she felt the comfort of losing herself in the crowd, of becoming a nameless individual. She could do quite as she pleased. The day was entirely her own. Was this, she wondered, how Isobel had felt when she climbed on the Glasgow steamer, when she had broken loose so spectacularly? How must it have felt to go away and know one never needed to come back? And I could do that, thought Vivien, showing her ticket to the guard, I could. In this reckless spirit, she climbed up the steps to Princes Street and plunged into the world of the city.
Several hours later she was standing on George IV Bridge, staring down at a dark slum street which lay like a dirty open wound of poverty lingering in an otherwise prosperous quarter. It shocked her – there were no such sights on Blane. Although she knew there was poverty there, it was as if the country disguised it. Here the very prosperity of the city threw it into relief, as heaven showed up hell by the contrast. She tried to imagine how it might be to live in one of those high, grim tenements where the sun never penetrated. There were some rickety children down there, barefoot on a day of raw cold, kicking about a can in the street. They did not seem concerned. They knew, she supposed, nothing better, as creatures born in the depths of the ocean could know nothing of the sunny lands above. What was most disturbing was that there seemed no way out of it, no way up to the broad street where she stood.
Shuddering a little from the cold and from what she had seen, she walked towards where she had been told she would find Greyfriars church, past large glazed shop windows which shouted of comfortable commerce. She reached the little statue of Greyfriars Bobby and found she was facing Candlemaker Row, a street that twisted and sidled down a hill, its end hidden from view. It had a shabby, forgotten look about it and there was a breath of the same poverty she had just glimpsed in the air as she walked tentatively down it. She felt ashamed of her own assumptions. She had never thought Rory might be reduced to living in such a place and wondered if she had any right to intrude.
She found the door. It was black-painted and peeling. There was no bell so, with a deep breath, she pushed it open. She felt very conspicuous. It was as if a hundred hidden eyes were staring out at her. The door was heavy and creaked open to reveal a dark, fetid-smelling hall. Almost at once a woman came out from a doorway.
“Are ye lookin’ for someone?” she asked, leaning on her doorpost and scrutinising Vivien. “Or are ye just wantin’ to gie us a tract?”
“Oh no!” she said, a little alarmed that she could be mistaken for a missionary lady. “No, I’m looking for Mr Faulkner, or Mr Henderson? Is this the right place?”
“Top o’ the stair, the door on the left,” she said, and vanished inside again. Vivien, glad she had escaped cross-examination, began to climb the stairs. Some of the steps had worn away so much under the tread of many feet, it seemed the stone might be as soft as soap. As she climbed higher the wear was less. She was not sure how many flights she went up, but found herself under a murky skylight on the top landing, a little breathless. A cat slipped past her out of the shadows as she identified the left-hand door. There was nothing to indicate that either of them might live there, no reassuring brass plate. She knocked rather cautiously, still convinced that this could not be right.
“It’s open!” was the answer, and it was Jim who said it. She seized the dull brass knob and opened the door. She found she almost tumbled into the room, such was her relief at hearing a familiar voice.
“Oh, I was right!” she said artlessly. “I was beginning to think… ” Then she remembered herself. “Hello, Jim, how are you?”
If she had felt she had been clumsy about coming in, it was nothing to the effect her appearance had on Jim. He leapt out of his chair with such force that it went crashing to the floor. And then he stared at her, simply stared, obviously quite at a loss.
“I’m not back from the dead, Jim,” she said, putting out her hand to him, thinking he would take it. But instead, and now it was her turn to be surprised, he came forward and kissed her on the cheek, albeit swiftly, but with enough feeling for Vivien to realise that this was no ordinary gesture with him. Then he stood, his hands still resting lightly on her shoulders, shaking his head a little, his face happy but incredulous.
“Aren’t you going to say anything?” she said, laughing now. Soon he was laughing too. “Well?”
“It’s just… just so damn good to see you,” he said, reaching out and touching her cheek. Then he released her. “I suppose you want tea and fancy cakes, don’t you, when there isn’t a crust in the place.”
“I’d be surprised if you had room for one,” she said, looking around her. The room, not large to begin with, seemed to contain a great disorder of things, not elegant trifles such as those Leo had surrounded herself with, but commonplace, functional things. There was, for example, a small hand press on an old table that looked as if it could ill stand the weight of that alone, but which had also to bear bulky wooden trays and a marble slab from a wash-stand, stained black with ink. Then on the table by the window, at which Jim had been sitting, there was a clutter of tools spilling out of an old cigar-box and a large glass globe on a stand. Anything domestic was only an afterthought – a crumpled shirt hanging on a hook, some dirty crockery on a tin tray on the floor.
“We’re not used to visitors,” he said, picking up the chair which he had upturned.
“You mean women visitors!” She pointed her foot at a crate of empty beer bottles. He grinned and offered her the chair. “Still, it’s hardly how I imagined an artist’s studio.”
“I’ve given up painting at present, so it does me well enough.”
“Given up? But why?”
“It’s too easy for me, too indulgent. I need a discipline – so I’m learning woodcutting.” He snatched up one of his tools and waved it at her. “Working in black and white is much more of a challenge.”
She came over to study his workbench. He seemed to be working on the tiniest block of wood.
“What’s the globe for?” she asked.
“When the lamp’s lit, I fill it with water. It makes the light better.”
“I see,” she said, looking up and out of the window. “Is that Greyfriars down there?”
“Yes.”
“I was on my way to see it.”
“I’ll show it to you if you like,” Jim offered. “And then we’ll go and have some tea. This is no place for you, Vivien.”
She was not so sure. As they left and went down those twisting stairs, she felt she had had a glimpse of a life she would like to have been able to share. It was an austere life, sordid even, but it had purpose to it. There was nothing there that was not needed and after a fortnight of superfluity at Dandershall it was like a sip of lemon juice; the taste was sharp, but it aroused the wits.
***
“So where’s Rory?” Vivien asked.
Jim had known this question must come, but he wished it had not come then, when they had just settled themselves at a small window table in the tea-room, like a courting couple, anxious for intimacy and privacy. She had even pushed back her spotted net veil (which had so spoilt his kiss) and taken off her gloves. He wanted that moment, with only the empty table-top to divide them, to belong to them alone. He knew he had wished often enough for such a time with her, and for almost an hour he had had it, first in Candlemaker Row and then amongst the crumbling graves of the kirkyard. He had not known until he had seen her again how much he had missed her, and until she had asked about Rory, he had not guessed how attached she still must be. For he saw the flickering eagerness in her eyes when she said his name. He could not help wondering which of them she had really come to see.
Perhaps in the last hour, such a pleasure for him, she had only been holding up the mask of politeness, secretly thinking all the time: “Where is he? Where?”
“At work,” he replied.
“Of course,” she said. “At that school?”
“No, he gave that up a few weeks ago. He’s got a job at a publisher’s now.”
“And is he all right?” she said, with a touch of hesitancy in her voice. “I mean, after that business with Leo –”
“I think so,” said Jim. It hardly seemed the moment to mention the beautiful Irish girl in the pub. “And how is your sister?”
“A perfect Duchess,” said Vivien, “and quite impossible, to be frank. Freddy seems to have transformed her out of all recognition. I can’t believe she’s the same person. But she seems quite happy with it all, so I can’t really complain, can I? But I don’t really know how long I can stand being with them. We’re supposed to be going to down to London in December. Leo thinks I ought to be presented before it’s too late.”
“And you don’t want to go?”
“Of course not. It’s ridiculous – all that business with veils and white feathers and curtseying three times to the throne! Do you know, my mother used to tell us that the day one was presented at court for the first time was as important as the day one got married.”
“So long as it’s not the police court,” suggested Jim.
“That would be far more interesting,” she said, with a smile. “No, I shall just have to get my head down and face it. I’m not like Isobel – I can’t run away from it. I don’t have that sort of courage, or that sort of reason, for that matter.”
At this point the waitress arrived and filled the space between them with the clutter of tea things.
“Ah, a decent-sized cup, for once,” said Vivien, lifting up an empty cup. “Leonora makes me drink out of eggshells. Shall I pour now, or do you like it brewed more?”
It struck him that here, away from her family and especially her elder sisters, Vivien was more assuredly a young woman. She no longer had to be the exuberant child. She seemed older, as if the difference between nineteen and twenty could bring such noticeable change. Perhaps it was only the season and her clothes, dark and formal, which gave this impression, but he was sure there was more to it than that. There was something about the way she poured the tea that made him realise it would not be long before she too had her own establishment. After all, the real business of taking her to London was not to make a curtsey to the Queen but to find her a suitable husband.
“I couldn’t think that you would lack courage,” he said.
“But I do, I am an awful coward,” she confessed. “And besides, what choice do I have?” He could not think of a constructive answer and stared at the steam rising from his teacup. “And I suppose it won’t be too bad. It might even be quite amusing.”
“You might fall in love with some braw young fellow,” he said.
She shook her head, resolutely. “I don’t think so. They will all be like Freddy and I could never love a man like that. Oh, if only there was some way I could get out of it, all of it.” She spoke with sudden anguish. “I find it so impossible, Jim, those people my sister calls her friends. I might as well be speaking a foreign language. Not like this – this is so very nice, just to be able to talk properly.”
He watched with a certain aesthetic pleasure as she deliberated over the cakes and scones on the stand. It was enough to make him want to start painting again.
“What odd colours these are,” she said, looking at the iced cakes which took pride of place on the top tier. “They’re like those cakes in Alice in Wonderland which do strange things.” She smiled in recollection. “We used to love those books. Isobel used to read them aloud – she’s so good at that.” She sighed. “Why do things have to change?” she asked plaintively.
“Because you’d be dead of boredom if they didn’t,” he said. “Come on, Vivien, this is daft. You’re just starting. You are too young for melancholy.”
“Is that your schoolmaster voice?”
“Well, I have my share of sluggardly wains to deal with,” said Jim.
“I’m not sluggardly!” she protested.
“No, but you’re sinking fast into self-pity and that never helped anyone. Look,” he said, putting his hand across hers on the table, “I know things are difficult for you, but you just have to live with it. It’s part of being an artist, that knife edge in your back. If you felt comfortable, you wouldn’t feel or think, do you see?”
“Of course,” she said. “But it’s so hard sometimes.”
“I know,” he said. “Believe me, I do,” and he squeezed her hand.
“Yes, you do, of course.” She nodded. “I’ve no right to whine in front of you.”
“I should be damn offended if you didn’t think you could,” he said. “You and I, well… ” He wanted to say that he loved her then, but after preaching forbearance he could not. “Well, you know.”
“We’re friends,” she said, laying her other hand on top of his. “Yes, I know that.” He knew he ought to be satisfied with that, but his heart wanted more. Friendship with her, no matter how deep and warm, could no longer be enough for him. But how he was to alter that, he could not imagine.
***
Jim walked her to the station and put her on the train to Dandershall. He surprised her slightly by stopping at an old flower–woman and buying a knot of white heather tied with a scrap of tartan ribbon. He presented this to her when she had got on to the train and was standing by the open window of the door.
“Thank you – but why?” she could not help saying.
“Why not?” he asked. “For luck. It’s a commonplace, I know, but… ”
“I’ve never had flowers from a man before,” she said.
“There’ll be plenty more, far grander, I’m sure.”
“But I won’t forget this, Jim, ever.”
This assurance seemed to please him, but he replied with typical self-disparagement: “I shan’t mind if you do. But I shall mind if I don’t see you next week when you’ve promised.”
“Of course you shall.” They had arranged to go to the National Gallery together. “It has been wonderful to escape today. I shan’t be able to live unless I do it again.”
“Och, it’ll take more than Leonora’s fuss to destroy you, Vivien,” he said. “Now, go and sit down. If you stand there when the train steams up you’ll get covered in smuts and then what will she say?”
“All right,” she said, laughing, and sat down in a seat by the window so that she could still see to wave goodbye. As the train moved off, she had the odd impression that he did not move from the platform until the train was well on its way. She looked at the little bunch of heather in her lap and wondered if this tiny gesture did not mean more than he had said.
Chapter 21
Rory waited for Mary outside the Roman Catholic Cathedral in York Place, thinking all the time it was a strange place for a romantic meeting. He had been a little surprised she was a church-goer until he remembered that Catholics went not because they chose to, but because their priests compelled them with terrible threats. He would have to cure her of that sort of superstition, he decided, sitting on the church steps in the sunshine, feeling an agreeable reprobate, as the sounds of some ancient chant drifted out from inside. He had the impression that the whole of Edinburgh was at prayer except himself, appeasing their maker for the sins of the past week and the sins of the week to come. He was glad to have escaped such duty, to have escaped such a shackle of belief. He had only the pleasures of the day with Mary to think of.
Edinburgh on a Sunday in November was hardly the best place to entertain a pretty girl, but he had done his utmost and at least the sun had chosen to shine for them, producing a day in which the raw edge of the cold had been blunted. He had a rudimentary picnic in the basket at his feet, an old blanket for them to lie on and he spent the time he must wait deciding where they would go – to Cramond, or Arthur’s Seat, or perhaps Blackford Hill. He spread his hands on the warm stone of the steps and decided on Arthur’s Seat. It was the best place for seclusion, after all.
The doors opened behind him and people began to come out of the service in such a stream that he was obliged to stand out of the way. Soon he spotted Mary. She was not alone, but with another woman, presumably her sister, and a clutch of children. She waved, said something to the woman and crossed through the crowd to reach him. He noticed that the sister had scowled.
He could not resist kissing her on the lips. “Not here!” she exclaimed.
“Why not?” he said, kissing her again, and this time she laughed. “Is that your sister? Why don’t you introduce me?”
“I don’t think so,” she said. “Come on, let’s get away from here. The priests’ll be looking.”
“Damn the priests. They’re only jealous because they can’t touch women. Fools, to make themselves celibate.”
“You don’t know much about priests,” she said. “They’re not all as good as they ought to be.”
“What’s the surprise in that – especially with Irish girls so pretty?” He took her arm. “Now, can you bear to walk as far as Arthur’s Seat?”
She stared at him a moment. “I’m not a carriage lady, Rory,” she said. “Of course I can walk. Shall I take that basket? It looks daft, you carrying it.”
“God, no, “ he said. “It’s far too heavy. But you can carry half of it back when you’ve eaten it.”
“Is that our dinner, then?”
“Luncheon.”
“I’ve never had luncheon,” she said, giggling.
“Don’t worry, it isn’t that grand.”
They found the perfect spot on the lower slopes of Arthur’s Seat, sheltered and hidden from sight. He spread out the blanket and began to unpack the basket but she stood still, looking down at him a little diffidently.
“I don’t know about you, Rory,” she said.
“What is there to know?” he asked. “I am exactly as I seem.”
“Are you? I mean, what is a fine gentleman doing living like he has nothing.”
“Because he has nothing. What do you think I am?”
“I wish I knew.”
“You won’t know unless you sit down and break bread with me, will you?”
“It’s just… just men like you – well, in Dublin, we knew not to trust them.”
“That was Dublin.”
“But they were Englishmen, just like you – all fine airs and that. There was one fellow, an officer… ”
“Oh Mary,” he sensed the sadness in her voice. “Is that why you left Dublin?”
She nodded. “I thought my father was going to kill me. He thought I was the whore of Babylon for going with him – And here I am again, doing the same thing.”
“Sit down,” he said, reaching out and taking her hand. “Come on, I’m not a fine English officer – I’ve nothing to lose. We are equals.”
“I don’t know.” But she responded to the pull of his hand and sat down. “Oh why not?” she said, suddenly looking at him. “The other night, well…”
“Yes, it was fun, wasn’t it?” he said. “Now, have some beer.” He handed her an open bottle of Youngers.
“That man, he laced my drink. I didn’t know what was happening,” she said. “Just one little hour and everyone thinks you’re dirt. Didn’t you see my sister? She thinks I’m spoilt now. She nearly wouldn’t take me in. And then you meet someone that you like… ”
“You like me?” he asked.
“I can’t help myself,” she said, sipping her beer.
“Then we mustn’t help ourselves,” said Rory. “We are free to do what we like. Don’t listen to your priests, Mary, their talk is poison to human happiness.”
“I’ve never heard anyone talk like you before,” she said.
“I should stop preaching,” said Rory, “and feed you. Now, do you want a mutton pie or a Scotch egg?”
“So you don’t mind about that man?” she asked.
“Of course not. I’m not a virgin. Look, I’ve been unlucky in love too. I know how it feels. But we’ve got another chance, haven’t we? Just to prove to the fates that we can be happy, if we make ourselves happy. Here’s to the future.” He raised his bottle. “And to you, Mary. Let’s bury the past.”
He noticed how she ate with enthusiasm, as if she was accustomed to there always being an edge of hunger in her stomach. The oranges pleased her particularly, and she sucked at the quarters with the enthusiasm of a child at a Sunday School treat. It made him a little ashamed to think how often he had ignored the great fruit-stand on the sideboard at Crawby, unimpressed by hothouse peaches or imported pineapples because they had been commonplace. She looked up guiltily, her face stained with juice.
“What must I look like?” she said. “You look wonderful.” She was reaching for a handkerchief to wipe her hands and face. “No, don’t,” he said, and pulled her head down into his lap so she was looking up at him. “Hold still, now,” and he picked up one hand and began to lick it clean. She shook with laughter, but when he bent to lick her face, she went still and grave-faced. “Would you rather I kissed you?” he said. He did so and she smelt sweetly of oranges.
“It didn’t feel like this with that man,” she said.
“No,” said Rory, laying her head gently down on the ground so she was laid out waiting for him. “This is altogether… ” and he stretched himself alongside, half of him pressed against her.
She rolled her head a little and stared into his eyes. “I want it,” she murmured. “I know it’s wrong but I want it.”
“It’s not wrong,” said Rory, brushing her forehead with his hand. “How can anything so perfect be wrong?” He began to cover her face with kisses; slow, gentle kisses, for although the urgency of desire was beginning to shout out within him, he was determined to savour the moment.
“I’m cold,” she said suddenly.
He shrugged out of his ulster and spread it across her like a cover. Then he slid beneath it and took her properly into his arms, holding her as close to him as he could. She too wriggled into the embrace, and he felt the great ruck of cloth against his thighs as her skirts rumpled up. He stretched out his hand and touched her ankle, which was encased in the hard cold leather of her boot-tops. Higher up was the rough wool of her stocking through which he thought she could not feel a thing, but as he stroked it she murmured with appreciation, so he crept his hand higher still. Stocking was succeeded by coarse cloth, presumably her drawers. He found a button and wrenched it loose and found his fingers at last touching the warm, soft skin inside her thigh. He looked into her eyes and they were bright with excitement as he moved a single finger with the slightest of movements across that delicate skin. He set to work to undo the other buttons, not an easy task with one hand, but it was not one he would have delegated for the world. For with each, he went higher, and she seemed to breathe harder, until suddenly he was touching a soft brush of hair. Her legs parted gently and she lay there, with wide eyes, while he touched the tender flesh between her legs.
“Can I? Can I… do more?” he said.
“Oh God, yes! Yes,” she said, while he ran his finger gently around the opening to her vagina.
Now she reached out and pressed her hand against his flies, which were already swollen up with his erection. She tugged at the cloth. Quickly he undid them and, throwing off the ulster, knelt between her legs. He saw the tantalising strip of bare flesh where her drawers lay opened and wished he could see more. “Another time,” he promised himself, and bent and kissed that soft patch of hair.
“Come on,” she said, with a desperate anticipation in her voice.
He entered her without difficulty, slipping in deeply, so that he felt he must have touched the core of her. He lay on her chest against the hard armour of her stays and tightly cut jacket, his own thick winter clothes still all in place, and felt this extraordinary intimacy with perhaps more intensity than if they had been naked. Then she slipped her hands into his loosened trousers and round his buttocks and pulled him tightly into her again. Her fingers dug into the flesh, and each time he moved against her she exhaled deeply, as if the blow of his body had knocked the air from his lungs. Then she began to pull him against her with more urgency until she groaned constantly and he felt the pressure of his own pleasure mounting uncontrollably inside him. He did not want to stop but he was driven on, inexorably and with some violence. There was no look of pain in her face, only a high sensual rapture which he could not believe he had created. Then, suddenly he was gasping, collapsing, exploding inside her and losing all strength in a moment. He fell on to her and felt her kiss his cheek.
“I’m sorry – I couldn’t stop.”
But she did not answer and he heaved himself up on his arms again to see her expression. She was smiling and breathing hard, as hard as he was. Her face was glowing red and with a lazy, satisfied hand she stretched out and stroked his cheek.
“Is this it, Rory?” she asked.
“What?”
“Is this love?”
“What do you think?”
“I think so. I don’t know why, but I know I’d lay my life down for you, if I had to.”
“God forbid,” he said, kissing her. “God forbid you should die for my sake.”
“I would,” she said, again with great earnestness. “I would.” And he knew that she meant it. The waters were suddenly very deep and Rory knew there was no swimming to the surface. For a moment he felt cold with fear at it, but looking again down into her deep blue and lovely eyes, he forgot it.
He crawled off her and lay staring up at the sky for a minute.
“We ought to get back,” he said. “It’ll be dark soon.”
“I’ll cook you a bit of tea if you like,” she said.
Chapter 22
On the morning she had arranged to meet Jim at the National Gallery, Vivien had a visit from Leonora. She could not help looking surprised when her sister came into her room. Although in the past they had always been in and out of each other’s bedrooms, since Leonora’s marriage such intimacy had been put aside, as if it had never happened.
Vivien felt a little annoyed, for she was almost ready to go and did not want to have to justify herself to Leonora.
“Have you a minute?” asked Leonora.
There was a plaintive note in her voice which made Vivien realise that something was amiss.
“Of course.”
“I need some company,” said Leonora, sitting down on the little sofa at the end of the bed.
“What’s the matter?” said Vivien.
“Oh, nothing,” replied Leonora, utterly without conviction.
“Come on, spit it out,” said Vivien, sitting down beside her.
Leonora sighed heavily. “I shouldn’t really talk about this to you.”
“Why not?”
“It’s rather… delicate.”
“Oh, you know I won’t be shocked.”
“I know. You are fast enough as it is, Vivien. Going off to Edinburgh like that last week. Freddy was very cross with you.”
“He’s no right to be. He’s not my keeper. But you are not here to scold me about that, I hope. What is the matter with you?”
“I’m miserable, that’s what.”
“Why?” said Vivien, rather shocked. “Not Freddy, I hope.”
“Oh no, quite the contrary. Freddy couldn’t be nicer. No, it’s me. I am going to be such a disappointment to him.”
“Don’t be silly,” Vivien reassured her.
“But it’s true. I was so sure last week, and now… oh it’s so rotten. I wanted to tell him at Christmas.”
“Aah,” said Vivien, putting her arm round Leo’s bowed shoulders, “did you think you were pregnant?”
“There’s no point protecting you, is there?” said Leonora.
“No point at all. You poor goose!”
“I was so sure,” she said. “But it was just late coming. Oh, why can’t it happen to me? Kitchen maids manage it easily enough. It’s been over a year and nothing.”
“There’s no rush, surely?”
“It’s important,” said Leonora. “Very important, you know that. I don’t want Freddy to be worrying about the succession all the time. It isn’t fair. When he married me, he expected children – and soon. I don’t want to go on disappointing him.”
“But you do want them for their own sake, don’t you?” said Vivien.
“Of course,” said Leonora. “There’s nothing I want more than a baby. I just have to look at someone else’s and it makes me want to cry.”
“Well, you will just have to keep trying, won’t you?” said Vivien brightly.
“You shouldn’t be so direct!” exclaimed Leonora.
“I’d hardly call it direct,” said Vivien. “And besides, why be hypocritical about it? If married people didn’t do it, there wouldn’t be children.”
“You mustn’t talk about it like that. Men don’t like it. They expect you to be innocent.”
“Did Freddy expect that?”
“Of course.”
“So you pretended that you didn’t know what was going to happen?”
“Well, I didn’t know in practice, did I? And neither do you, I hope.”
“No, unfortunately,” said Vivien, thinking of Rory.
“Fortunately, you mean.” Leonora spoke sternly. “It really is better that way, believe me. All that silly business we had trying to find out when we were young – it’s not right. I shan’t tell my daughters anything.”
“They’ll find out for themselves, just as we did. Better to be honest, I should have thought.”
“You are going to get yourself in a mess, I’m sure of it,” said Leonora.
“Just like Bel, eh?”
“Exactly. It’s so easy to ruin everything.”
“And never live at all, all for the sake of a blessed reputation. No thank you,” said Vivien, getting up. She picked up her hat and went to the glass to put it on. “I intend to take as much freedom as I can. It is my right.”
“Are you going out?” said Leonora.
“Why else would I put a hat on?”
“You’re not going to Edinburgh again, are you?”
“What if I am?” Vivien was defiant.
“If you are, I’m going with you. We’ll drive in together when I’m dressed. Don’t think you can go in alone again. I won’t let you have the carriage.”
“Then I’ll walk to the station.”
“No!” said Leonora, “I shan’t let you. If you do any such thing I shall write and tell Mama.”
“That I went to the National Gallery? It doesn’t exactly sound a great crime, does it?”
“Is that all you were going to do?”
“Of course,” said Vivien. “Why else would I be going?”
“Well, if that is all, why don’t you want me to come?”
“Because you hate looking at pictures. It would be a bore.”
“I need to do something today.” She had changed from threats to pathos. “To cheer myself up. Please let me come with you. Please, Viv.” It was a novelty to be pleaded with by the Duchess.
“Oh, all right.” Vivien hoped that Jim wouldn’t mind too much. It was clear that the only way she was going to get there was with Leonora.
***
On a dreary morning in November, after an annoying morning attempting to teach a less than responsive class, the National Gallery, warm and crimson-walled, was the perfect place to escape to. It was a place in which Jim had always felt comfortable. As much as anything, it had given him an education, and he was looking forward greatly to showing Vivien his favourites.
He settled on a bench and watched a girl setting up her easel to make a copy of Vermeer’s Christ in the House of Martha and Mary, a difficult exercise, as he knew well from attempting it himself. He remembered still the frustration of not being able to catch the solidity of the figures. She stood eyeing the painting with care, one hand resting on the easel, and Jim saw at once she would make an elegant little vignette. He took his sketchbook from his pocket and caught the outline of her pose, glad that he no longer had to endure the drudgery of copying. It had taught him a great deal, he knew, but it was nothing compared to the infinite challenges that live models and a free choice of style and subject presented. Nothing in his art education had prepared him for that.
He studied his little sketch, wondering if he could work it up into one of the illustrations to Henry Brodie’s book on Edinburgh. He had been commissioned to do twenty-five plates and if that was done well, Brodie was thinking of Venice for the next title. He would have the means to go abroad and he could, at last, give up the slavery of teaching. At twenty-seven years of age he would finally be able to make his escape from Scotland. It was an intoxicating thought, and it allowed him to sit on the bench with a sort of princely indolence, his foot resting on his knee, as if the gallery were his to command. And soon, Vivien would be there.
He was actually staring at the ceiling, like an aristocratic loafer who detests art, when he heard a very distinctive voice.
“But why must we?” she was saying. “Pictures, really… ”
“I have just sat for an hour with perfect good grace while you looked at three hundred hats, Leo,” said the other in a sort of strangled whisper. “The least you can do is to let me look at a few pictures.”
Jim did not know whether to laugh or feel despair. This little exchange confirmed everything that Vivien had said about Leonora, and it was funny; but it was not funny to find that they were to be chaperoned. It was not what he had planned.
He watched them walk towards him. Leonora was wearing a sable coat and looked opulent in her beauty, like a rose that has burst open. She was still stunning, but there were too many trappings about her – the hat was too elaborate, the coat too full and sumptuous. She had been more beautiful in a plain white dress. Vivien, on the other hand, dressed with almost mannish austerity, looked so desirable that he wondered how on earth he was going to restrain himself from greeting her with a kiss. She wore no veil today, and her face was bright with the cold and he longed to touch those glowing cheeks with his lips.
As they came closer and Vivien caught sight of him, a desperate look of apology crossed her face, and he expelled the tiny doubt from his mind which had pricked him when seeing them together. Now he knew that she had understood that he wanted to be alone with her. Leonora’s presence was quite obviously an accident.
“Oh,” said Leonora, seeing him at last. She had acquired a way of walking with a gaze so lofty that it must be positively dangerous. “Mr Henderson.”
Vivien had already put out her hand. Unable just to shake it normally, he put both hands over hers.
“This isn’t an accident, is it?” said Leonora suddenly. “Pictures, indeed!”
“If you dare make a scene, Leo,” muttered Vivien.
“Oh no, I don’t think so,” said Jim. “Women in sable coats don’t make scenes, do they – Duchess?” He relished the address, for she was looking outraged. “How good it is to see you – I must say, you are looking magnificent.”
He could not help the sourness in his voice. He had not heard Rory railing endlessly against her hypocrisy for nothing. It had taken him months to get over her betrayal.
“Thank you,” she managed to say. “Really, I don’t think we should be here at all.”
“Why ever not?” demanded Vivien. “It’s not a house of ill-repute.” Jim could not help laughing and the stony look he received from Leonora made him laugh all the more.
“Come, let’s look at some pictures,” he said and offered Vivien his arm. They set off along the gallery together. “I’m sure you’ll like the Gainsborough of Mrs Grahame, Duchess. I drew a little from it when I painted your portrait,” he added, throwing the remark back at Leonora.
“Well, all I can say,” said Leonora, sweeping along beside them, “is that it is a good job I came with you, Vivien. Really you should know better than this.”
“And so should you, madam,” said Jim, sharply, turning to her. “What gives you the right to preach, eh? Can’t you trust anyone, or do you judge everyone by your own standards?”
She went white at that. Vivien looked bewildered. Of course, thought Jim, she wouldn’t know what had really gone on between Rory and Leonora.
“How dare you!” Leonora spoke as if a piece of wire were being twisted round her throat. “Vivien, come here. We are going straight back.”
“No,” said Vivien, calmly. She walked away to look at a picture.
“Do I have to drag you out of here?”
“You wouldn’t,” said Vivien. “What would people say? I’ll see you at dinner, I suppose.”
“I’ll be waiting for you in the carriage.”
“Wait as long as you like,” said Vivien offhandedly. “This is a wonderful picture, Jim, isn’t it?”
“I shall write to Papa about this.”
“As you like,” said Vivien, moving to the next picture.
This show of indifference mingled with absolute defiance seemed to defeat Leonora utterly. She stood there staring at them, quite at a loss.
“You look prettier when you shut up, Leonora,” Jim observed. “More like your old self.”
She gulped a little. “You make me very, very angry, you know.”
“Yes, I know. The feeling is quite mutual.” Like Vivien, he turned and looked at a convenient picture, a feeble Renaissance madonna which he had always detested but which now he looked at with careful reverence.
“I shall be in the carriage, Vivien,” he heard Leonora say. Then she walked off, rather briskly, leaving them alone at last.
When she was safely gone, Vivien said, “That was very wicked of us, wasn’t it?”
“She deserved it, I’m afraid. She’s no damn right to talk to you like that. I won’t have it, you know.” His vehement contempt made Vivien stare.
“Is there something about all this I don’t know? About Leo?” she said. Her perceptiveness floored him. What was he to say? “Come on Jim, tell me.”
The National Gallery hardly seemed the place for such revelations, but he could refuse her nothing. To conceal the truth from her would have been a pitiable act. She of all people deserved directness.
“All right,” he said, and sat down. She came and sat beside him. A pair of sturdy dowagers were hovering nearby. They sat in silence until they had passed on to the next room.
“What?” said Vivien in an urgent whisper.
“I hate to tell you, but your sister is being a hypocrite.”
“Oh yes?”
“Yes, you see, there was more to it between her and Rory, more than just kissing, if you see what I mean.”
“Yes, I see, I see very well,” replied Vivien. Her words in their sudden anger took on a dry staccato quality. “Oh the cheek of it! Well, thank you, Jim, for telling me that, it’s very useful. You should have heard her this morning, preaching to me on the virtues of innocence. Oh damn her! Now do you see what I must put up with, how unsupportable it all is? It’s all a pack of lies, a damned pack of lies. How can I live like that?”
“Then don’t,” he said, moved by her anger. Last week he had preached endurance. Today he could not. He took her hand and squeezed it rather fiercely. “You can get away, you know. Isobel managed it, didn’t she?”
“I can’t,” she said. “You know that. You said it yourself.”
“You could if you married me.”
If he had thought about it, he would not have been able to say it, but the passionate distress in her voice had destroyed rational thought. He could only think of rescuing her from that intolerable life, of saving her. He did not want her to suffer it any longer. He wanted to make her free and the only way he could think to do it was to offer himself.
She looked at him as if she did not understand what he had said, her grey-green eyes searching his face as if he were quite a stranger to her. Then she bit her lip and looked away, and he saw the faint shake of her head.
“Oh Jim,” she said, “I am so very sorry, but… ”
He let go her hand, and looked away himself, unable to bear to look any longer at what he must let go.
“You still love him, then?” he said.
“How did you know?”
“It was written all over your bonny face,” he said with a sigh.
“I am sorry,” she repeated.
“There’s nothing to be sorry for.” He got up. “These things can’t be helped, can they?”
“Oh Jim, you are the most wonderful man,” she said. “If things had been different –”
“But they are not, so it’s best forgotten.”
“Thank you for trying, at least let me say that.”
“I always was one for tilting at windmills.” He managed a smile. “You’d better go back to Leo. She’ll be fashing herself something terrible.”
“Yes, I suppose so. Jim, you’re not angry with me, are you?”
“I couldn’t be, not with you,” and he bent and kissed her forehead. “Now go and sort things out with Leo.”
***
As she walked out of the gallery, she looked back once. He had turned his back to her, and she was glad of it, because to see his tolerant forgiving face would have been too much for her. She did not deserve to be so well treated when she had turned him down. His graciousness made it worse, and she was struck forcibly by exactly how much she was throwing away with her rejection of him. If it had not been for Rory she would not have hesitated. He was a good man, the best sort of man who inspired respect and affection in her, but that was all. The thought of seeing Jim did not make her stomach churn or make her throat go dry. He lit no spark in her, no desperate devotion. Yet she could not be insensible to the strength of his feelings, of his love which she did not deserve because she could not respond in kind. To know that one could be loved like that shook her to the core. She felt like a stranger to herself to have inspired such feelings in a clever, admirable man. She had not believed it possible, for she had never thought herself attractive in that sense. It made her almost wish she could have responded, out of curiosity as much as anything. To have said yes would have pushed her life in an entirely different direction. Marriage to a man like Jim Henderson would have shocked her family rigid. It would have been the most flagrant act of defiance, and yet she could not do it.
“You are more conventional that you like to believe,” she told herself, as she walked out on to the steps of the gallery. The Melrose carriage was still there and she wondered what sort of mood she would find Leonora in.
She pulled open the carriage door and stood for a moment, looking in. Leonora had pushed herself into the corner and was dabbing at her eyes with a handkerchief.
“Oh,” she said, tearfully. “So you’ve decided to come back after all.”
“You’re lucky I did,” said Vivien. “Shall we go back?”
Leonora nodded and Vivien called out to the coachman, “Back to Dandershall, please, MacPhee.” She got in and sat with her back to the horses. “I ought to be very cross with you.”
“It was for your own good,” said Leonora. “You have to be protected from such odious people.”
“Jim is not odious, Leo, and you know it. You’ve no right to preach, no right at all. Why else would you be sitting there crying? He didn’t insult you, did he? No, he just reminded you of the truth.”
“What has he said to you?” Leonora asked fiercely.
“He told me about you and Rory.”
“No! How could he?”
“Because he despises hypocrisy – unlike you, Leo. You seem to revel in it. That little talk this morning – how can you say such things? I’m surprised the words didn’t stick in your throat.”
“Because I don’t want you to make a mess of things. It is so easy to ruin everything. I was on the brink of disaster with that man, but I got out in time, only just in time though, and I realised what a complete fool I had been. The rules are there for a reason, Vivien. You must see that. Look at Bel. She’s as good as dead to us now, just because she couldn’t manage to do the right thing. I’m not losing you, too.”
“We haven’t lost Bel,” said Vivien. “You only say that because –”
“Yes we have,” interrupted Leonora. “I know. I’ve seen her.”
“When?” asked Vivien, astonished.
“In Venice, last year.”
“You should have told me.”
“On the contrary, I have done my best to forget the incident. It was horrible, too horrible. It’s so obvious that he has ruined her. She was so changed.”
“No, you are the one who has changed,” said Vivien. “You’ve changed for the worse. How can you say such things about Bel and John Cameron when you and Rory did exactly the same?”
“Yes, all right, I did, but at least I regret it. That is the difference. Isobel doesn’t care what she’s done. I saw that it was wrong.”
“It only seemed wrong when a better offer came along,” said Vivien savagely. “I’m sure if Rory had twenty thousand a year, it would be quite a different matter. You love money better than you do truth.”
“You can’t live on truth,” said Leonora. “One has to be sensible about these things. Can’t you see that, you idiot?”
“Then I’ll stay an idiot and you can pack me off to Bedlam. I’d rather live there than by your filthy rules, Leo. Freddy’s ruined you – or at least his money and his consequence have. I bet you wouldn’t have looked twice at him if he were a nobody.”
“Have you quite finished?” screeched Leonora. “Have you? Because whether you have or not, I’m going to say my piece, since we are being so frank. You don’t deserve to stay with us or to be introduced to nice people. You don’t deserve to be taken to London and found a good husband – no easy matter that, I can tell you – but I will do all of it for you. Not because you deserve it, but because I know where my duty lies, I know how to behave! Unlike some of us, I know we live in a glasshouse and I will not throw stones. And if you have any sense, Vivien, you will follow my example.”
“Never,” said Vivien, glowering. “Never. The last thing I will be is a traitor to myself.”
Chapter 23
It was Christmas morning and Rory stirred slowly from sleep, vaguely conscious that he must get up and work. Brodie and Brodie, rigorously Presbyterian, did not give a Christmas holiday to its workers. Half-dreaming still, he remembered the Christmas mornings of his boyhood, and for a while he imagined himself in the great mahogany bed of his old room at Crawby, impatient to get up and play with the new toy which Christmas invariably brought. He did not feel that impatience now – he could feel the bitter cold of the day on his face and the business of getting up and making himself respectable was too dreary. He rolled over and reached out across the bed to Mary, hoping to delay the awful moment with an embrace. But she was not there and the bed was already cold from her absence. He shivered and pulled the covers about him.
“Mary, where are you?” he asked, as much for his own comfort as out of concern for her.
He stretched out his hand and jerked open the grey wool curtain that separated the bed in its alcove from the rest of his room. But it illuminated nothing. The room was still profoundly grey and Mary was not busy with the fire, as she sometimes was.
His rest quite broken now, he staggered out of bed, feeling as he did so the throb of his head from last night’s indulgence. They had gone dancing to celebrate Christmas and the whisky had flowed. He could scarcely remember getting back. He wondered if he had managed to make love to her. He went to the window and pulled open the shutters. For a moment he stared down at the kirkyard. It was white with frost and shone in the thin, early light of the day.
The door opened behind him, and he turned to see Mary come in. She was prosaically carrying a chamber-pot and a jug, but her bright red flannel nightgown glowed in the dreary light, a heartening spot of warmth.
“Oh, you’re awake now, are you,” she said, wearily. “I’ve got you some water.”
“Thanks.” He relieved her of the jug. “Merry Christmas,” he added, bending to kiss her forehead.
“Not now,” she said. “I’d better get dressed if I’m to get to early mass.”
“I don’t know why you bother with that,” said Rory. “It’s all rubbish, you know.”
“It is not,” she said. “Besides, I need it today, oh Lord, I need it.”
“What have you been up to then, my little sinner?” he said suggestively, trying to catch her in his arms.
“Don’t joke about it!” she said, dodging him. She stared at him contemptuously for a moment and then he saw her purse her lips. “Oh God!” she muttered.
“There’s something up, isn’t there?”
“You might say that,” she said with a nervous, slightly bitter laugh.
“Tell me, for God’s sake, Mary.”
“I’m pregnant.” She spoke with extraordinary baldness.
For a moment he could not think what to say. He found himself staring at her, like an idiot who has no expression but one of vacant astonishment, as if the whole of life is a surprise to him.
“Didn’t you hear me, Rory?” she said. “Didn’t you hear what I said?”
“Yes,” was all he could manage.
“What are you going to do about it?”
“You’re sure?”
“Of course I’m sure. I’ve been thinking it the last couple of days but now I’m sure. You don’t feel sick like this for no reason. Now, what are you going to do?”
“I’ve no idea,” he said frankly. “What does one do in these circumstances?” He found he was sounding rather flippant and superior. “I mean, there was nothing in my expensive education to prepare for this.”
“If you make so much as one excuse,” she said, “I swear I’ll… ”
Then, as if anger exhausted her, her tone became pathetic. “Oh Rory, what are we going to do?”
“What can we do?” he asked.
“That’s for you to say,” she told him.
What does she want me to say? he thought, She wants me to say that it will all work out, that I won’t leave her, that I’ll make an honest woman of her even. Oh God – no, not that. Is that what I have to do? Is that the right thing?
“I can’t say just yet,” he said out loud, and saw the disappointment on her face. “I need time to think about this. We both do.”
“Is there that much to think about?”
“I think so,” he replied. “And I have got to get going. Look, Mary, go to mass, sort out how you feel, what you want.” He began to grab his clothes. He suddenly felt a desperate need to be out of the room with his own thoughts. “We can’t rush this,” he said.
“I might have known.” She sounded bitter. “You rushed things fast enough when you wanted it, didn’t you?”
“Yes, I know – and I’m sorry, very sorry. This is the last thing I wanted to happen, believe me.”
“But it’s happened, hasn’t it? And who’s the one who’ll get the blame, the one they’ll talk about? Eh, Rory? You can walk away from all this, but I can’t. This is a child in here now, can’t you get that into your stupid head?” She was close to tears.
He looked at her, weeping into her hands, and realised that the door was locked behind him. His freedom had gone, in a moment of passion, now long forgotten, and he had to face this thing.
“I won’t walk away, I promise you,” he said. “I won’t.”
She shot him a glance full of grateful relief and he felt ashamed, ashamed of what he was, what he had been and what he might become. He felt he could scarcely trust his own word, and yet Mary, handsome, tear-stained Mary, commonplace and yet tragic in her red flannel nightgown, was prepared to trust in him as she trusted in the plaster figures of shadowy saints. He could tell that from her eyes, and only hoped he would not disappoint her.
***
Coming in from the Boxing Day hunt, Louis – not for the first time that day – found himself thinking of Rory. His absence for the second year running from that most traditional of meets had been much remarked upon. It had not seemed right to them that only one of the Faulkners of Crawby should have been there. After all, had not the Faulkners formed the North Rutland Hunt back in the eighteenth century? There had been much shaking of hoary old heads, heads which remembered the exploits of Louis’s father and grandfather on the field. Louis had been quite strongly reprimanded by one of them for spending too much time in London, as if he were only pursuing a life of pleasure there and not earning a very necessary living. Then when he had heard the end of that lecture he had been asked where the devil that young whelp Rory was? Didn’t he have the least idea of responsibility to tradition and his ancestors? Besides, he was told, they all missed his style on the field, even if it had been damned insolent at times. Couldn’t Louis get him to come down in the spring and ride in the point-to-point? “There are too many bloody businessmen from Leicester diluting the hunts, these days. The county tone needs to be kept up, you know, Faulkner,” Louis’s old neighbour had concluded, before trotting off to refill his silver cup with rum punch. Louis had not had the heart to tell him that Crawby would soon have to be let, probably to one of those Leicester businessmen who wished to take up hunting.
For this reason he had not stayed out long but had ridden back to Crawby alone, feeling like a traitor to the county. If Rory had been with him, his thoughts would not have been so melancholy. Rory would have been spouting some absurd nonsense and keeping him entertained. Together they would have been tired, slightly drunk and exhilarated. When, in the past, they had hunted together, they had always been the best of friends. There had been no points of principle to dispute – only the pleasure of the sport to unite them. Louis understood that it had been that rare harmony he had really enjoyed, and not the hunting in itself. Without Rory there it had seemed an irrelevance. Without Rory, Crawby was a dead place.
It had begun to rain heavily, and he hastened his horse along the lane towards the old grey-gold stone house, the house he was about to betray by handing it over to the keeping of strangers. But it could not be helped. If he was to take that junior secretaryship in the embassy in Berlin, he needed a good, steady income and letting Crawby was the best way to achieve that. There had been an unbroken line of occupancy by his family since the fourteenth century and it was not an easy decision to make. But hunting that morning, as his forebears had done, he had realised that neither he nor Rory could settle for Crawby alone.
Their mother had brought them her restless blood, and fox-hunting and farming and respectable Rutland society could not tame that. Rory was not there that year, and neither would Louis be there next year. The Faulkners were deserting Crawby. Still, it could not be helped.
He rode straight round to the stables and having handed over his horse to Howell’s loving ministrations, came into the house the back way, along the long passage flagged with broad stones worn smooth with time. Cooper came out of his pantry and helped him out of his mud-stained coat.
“Good sport, Master Louis?” he asked.
“Not bad, Cooper. We had a fine chase over Braxbury Wold.”
“A shame Master Rory wasn’t here for that,” said Cooper. “He would have enjoyed that.”
“Yes, he would,” agreed Louis, wondering how Cooper was echoing his own thoughts.
“There’s a letter for you from him upstairs,” went on Cooper. “I recognised his hand. I’ve put it on the library table, with the London paper. Would you like coffee or tea, sir?”
“Coffee please, Cooper – but tell Mrs Cooper, I shan’t want anything to eat.”
“Are you sure, Master Louis?” The Coopers had a tradition of feeding up.
“Quite sure, thank you Cooper,” smiled Louis, knowing that there would be something on the tray, whatever he said – “just to tide you over until luncheon.”
The fire was roaring in the library, and he sat down on the fender and pulled off his boots. He sat for some minutes, letting the fire toast his back. Then he got up and fetched Rory’s letter from the table. It was a pleasant surprise, the best substitute he could have for those post-hunting, fireside discussions. He returned to the fender and noted it had been posted in Edinburgh the day before. The paper inside did not match the white envelope. It was blue, the sort used by tradesmen, and was headed, “Brodie and Brodie, Law Publishers, Bank Street, Edinburgh”. Then below, in the familiar scrawl, “3 Candlemaker Row.”
“Dear Lou,
I suppose I should be writing to you anyway on Christmas day with festive greetings etc., etc. Please take all that as read. The fact is that I’ve been a damned idiot and I need your help. You did say I could ask you, and quite honestly I couldn’t think who else I could turn to. I need your advice, Louis. I know it’s a piece of infernal cheek on my part, but I thought that you, who are always so practical-minded, might be able to help me.”
“Ah, you’re back.” He looked up and saw his mother. “A letter? Who from?” she went on.
“Oh, just a friend,” he said, folding it up. Whatever desperate revelations Rory’s letter contained, he was not going to expose them to their mother.
“Don’t mind me,” she said, sitting down by the fire. She glanced around fitfully for a few minutes and then her eye lighted on the envelope, lying on the fender. She stared at it for a second before Louis snatched it up.
“I know that hand,” she said. “That’s a letter from Rory, isn’t it?”
“I thought you weren’t interested in what Rory was up too, Mama.”
“What does he say?”
“It’s just a Christmas letter, you know.”
“Rory wouldn’t write that sort of letter,” said Mrs Faulkner. “I know what he is like. What does he say?”
“It’s very dull.”
“Then read it out to me. I have a high tolerance for such things. In fact, it rather amuses me to think that Rory could write a friendly letter without a reason.” She smiled, sensing Louis’s concealment. “Come now, Louis, tell me what he says. It isn’t just an ordinary letter, is it?”
“I don’t think he would want you to know what is in it. It is addressed to me.”
“Pish,” said Mrs Faulkner. “I’m his mother. I have a right to know.”
“You’ve relinquished those rights, I thought.”
“Don’t be cheeky, Louis,” Mrs Faulkner reprimanded him. “Come on, read it.”
“I’m afraid I can’t do that.”
“Can’t you? Really,” she said, and jumped up from her chair and pulled it out of his hand. “There, now try and stop me.”
“Mama, really. Give me back that letter.”
“Shush…” she said, walking away and beginning to scan the letter. Then she stopped and he saw her face set into lines of outrage. “Well!” she exclaimed. “No wonder you didn’t want me to read this!”
“I didn’t get beyond the first few lines,” he said, furiously snatching it back.
“The disgusting little… I might have known! Didn’t I say he’d ruin himself? Didn’t I know this was going to happen?”
“The facts briefly, are these:” (Louis read while Mrs Faulkner let off angry exclamations like fire crackers.) “A month or so ago I met a very beautiful girl and we fell in love and did what all lovers do, without thinking. This morning she has told me she’s expecting a child. Please, Louis, help me, I don’t know what to do now. Mary, the poor girl, is terrified. I don’t know how to help her.”
“Oh God,” he could not help saying.
“I don’t know why you sound so surprised,” said Mrs Faulkner. “As far as I am concerned, this is entirely predictable.”
“I’d better go up and try and sort something out,” said Louis.
“Then I shall come with you,” declared Mrs Faulkner.
“No,” said Louis, “I don’t think so.”
“It is not for you to decide, Louis. I am going, whether you like it or not. Someone has to make that boy see reason, drag him out of the mess he had made. We had better go soon, before he does something really foolish.”
“Such as?”
“Such as marrying her, you numbskull. She’s probably a common little slut. Making a disgraceful marriage would be just Rory’s style, wouldn’t it? To crown everything! I shall go and tell Betty to start packing. We’ll go tomorrow, from Grantham. Will you please look up a train?”
Chapter 24
The offices of Brodie and Brodie were lit by gas on that dank December afternoon, but looking about him Louis would not have been surprised to see a guttering candle perched haphazardly in a corner. This interior was worthy of an engraving by Cruikshank, an illustration to Nicholas Nickleby perhaps. It was a place where the nineteenth century seemed scarcely to have begun to make a mark. The very smell of old law hung in the air, and Louis could not quite believe that they could ever bring out new editions of their weighty books. A judgement less than fifty years old would have been too fresh for a footnote in Brodies’ Scots Criminal Law or Brodies’ Tort he imagined, eyeing a little display of books with ponderous dark green covers. What on earth was Rory doing working in such a place?
A clerk took him through a maze of passages into a small back office with high sloping desks ranged against the walls. Rory, seated on a tall stool, was poring over a ledger and did not turn at the sound of footsteps. Louis said nothing, not wishing to interrupt his brother’s arithmetic. After a moment or two, Rory spoke to the office-boy who had been standing beside him. “You’re only three bob out this time. You’re getting better, Archie.”
“Do you want me to do it again, sir?” asked the boy.
“No, I’ll finish off here. You go home now, it’s well past six.”
“Can’t go yet, sir. I’ve got to sweep up still.”
“Off you go then,” said Rory.
The boy went, staring a little oddly at Louis who still stood silently in the doorway.
Rory entered the total, blotted it and shut the ledger with a weary sigh.
“Come on, old man,” said Louis. “You look as though you should be home.”
Rory spun round. “Lou! What the devil?”
“You said you wanted some help – so here I am,” said Louis. He could not help thinking how tired and thin Rory looked.
“I don’t deserve you,” said Rory. “But I can’t say I am not glad to see you. This is wonderful.”
“Not entirely,” said Louis. “Mama is here too.”
“What? Here – now?”
“No, she isn’t with me. She’s at the hotel, resting. I thought I had better seize the opportunity to see you alone. To prepare you.”
“Is she being very bloody?”
“Quite impossible, I’m afraid. By the way, I didn’t actually tell her. She ripped your letter out of my hand.”
“How typical,” said Rory, wearily. “Oh God, I’m sorry, Lou, to throw all this at you – but really, I couldn’t think what else to do.”
“Let’s go and have a drink,” said Louis. “If you can leave now?”
“Yes, I’m finished here.”
They went to a howff in the Lawnmarket and ordered pints of strong, bitter Scottish beer. Rory drank his swiftly, with the air of a man with a craving, and when he had finished he played with his empty glass, swilling the dregs about the bottom of it as if he longed for more. When he saw that Louis was watching this, he set it down quickly and began to study his fingernails.
“I suppose,” he said after a while, “you think I’m a bloody fool.”
“It doesn’t matter what I think,” said Louis. “What matters is what you do about it.”
“Don’t you want to heap reproaches on my head?”
“I thought of it at one time, but you are reproaching yourself enough.”
“Do you think so?” said Rory, beginning to dig in his pockets. He scraped together a handful of pennies and farthings. “I need another drink. Do you want one?”
Louis shook his head and Rory went up to the bar. He returned with another pint and a dram of whisky. The dram, despatched in a single gulp, seemed to bring a sort of relief and he rested his elbows on the table and began to talk.
“The thing is,” he began, “I don’t know what to do. I don’t know how to make her feel right again. She is so unhappy at the moment, so truly desperate about everything. The only thing I can think to do practically is wring her priest’s neck.”
“What happened?”
“She insisted on going to confession. I told her not to – I know these Romans – but she would go. She won’t be swayed from her superstitions. Of course he read her the riot act and she came home convinced that she’ll die of shame and then burn in hell for her sins. She wouldn’t let me near her, not even to comfort her. I’ve been sleeping on Jim’s floor. I’m sure she’s been crying and praying all night, when she ought to be sleeping. How do I change that state of affairs? How on earth do I convince her she won’t burn?”
“By marrying her, I should think.”
“Yes, it points to that, doesn’t it? But honestly, Lou, the very thought of it sticks in my throat. It seems like the worst thing I could do to her – she’s shackled enough already. All I have left to give her is her liberty.”
“And ignore your responsibilities?”
“I’m going to support her, of course,” said Rory, “and I still want her, to live with her. But I can’t insult her with legal ties. She deserves that much.”
“She deserves legal status as your wife if she is carrying your child, Rory. That is what she wants, I’m sure of it. If you love her, as you say you do, you must give her that security. Your arguments, I’m afraid, just sound like cowardice on your part. You don’t want to lose your liberty. I hope you don’t mind me being so blunt.”
Rory shook his head.
“Do you think I haven’t recognised that myself? I haven’t been sleeping much myself. Long cold nights on the floor are a good time to think about such things.”
“Then can’t you decide?”
“Perhaps I just needed to hear you say it.”
“I’m glad to hear that,” said Louis, and took a long mouthful of beer. “But I ought to warn you, we are in for a fight with Mama.”
“Well,” said Rory with a grim smile, “at least this time I know I will be in the right.”
***
Jim had with some difficulty persuaded Mary to sit for him. He had wanted the head of an angel for a woodcut, but her expression as she stared into the fire was scarcely that. She was a penitent Magdalen, and he wondered how long it would be until her gloomy thoughts overcame her and she began to cry again. There seemed to have been a lot of weeping lately, and he could not imagine they would be spending a very happy Hogmanay.
For his own part, he had no good reason to be cheerful. Although he had hardly expected that Vivien might accept his offer, he had still had to come to terms with the extinguishing of that small flame of hope. He tried to shake off his depression at his lack of success, but the times they had spent together haunted him. He could still close his eyes and see her looking gravely at him as she had across that tea-shop table, her chin resting on her folded hands, the hands he has wanted so much to cover with kisses. She had let him down as kindly as she could – she could only be kind, there was no malice in her. Perhaps if she had been harsher and shown a flash of contempt or annoyance his pain might be less. It would have destroyed her perfection a little. Instead he was left with a slow aching regret, knowing now that she could not love him as he must love her. When that would vanish he did not know, but he knew it would linger to dampen his spirit. Now Mary, gazing into the fire, seemed like an emblem of his own melancholy.
A knock at the door stirred them from their thoughts.
“I hope that isn’t Father Mulholland,” said Mary, fearfully.
“No,” agreed Jim, getting up and opening the door. It proved to be not a priest but a groom.
“I’ve a lady downstairs wants words with you,” he said.
“Who?” asked Jim.
“Here’s her card.”
Jim glanced at it. Rory’s mother!
“God!” he could not help saying. “I don’t think you want me.”
“Aren’t you Mr Faulkner?”
“No, he’s not here – but I’ll come down anyway.” Mrs Faulkner would not be best pleased to see him instead of Rory, but Jim thought he had better see her. He had no idea how much she knew. If she were still ignorant of the facts, if this were by some chance a social call, it might be possible to deflect her.
“Do you know her then?”
“Do you want Rory Faulkner?” said Mary, coming over to the door. “What do you want with him?” She took the card from Jim’s hand. “Is this –” she stared at Jim. “Is that his mother?” She seemed to blench as Jim nodded.
“Don’t worry, you don’t need to see her.”
“I think I ought to,” said Mary.
“I wouldn’t if I were you,” advised Jim.
“Rory’s told me she’s a tartar,” said Mary, picking up her shawl.
“Then stay here.”
Mary shook her head and pulled her shawl round her with the attitude of one preparing for martyrdom.
They went down to the street, Jim thrusting his hands in his pockets and wondering how Mrs Faulkner would react. He knew her temper – she had shown it several times that summer in Blane.
Nerves seemed to catch Mary as they came out and stood in the cold under a gas streetlight, staring at the carriage, a solitary smart vehicle in a shabby street.
“I’ll go and speak to her.” Jim opened the carriage door.
“Oh,” said Mrs Faulkner. “It’s you.”
She sat in some state, wrapped up in a large dark coat.
“I’m afraid Rory is away at the moment. Can I help you with something?” It was best to pretend that nothing was amiss.
“I’m sure he is!” she said. “How typical – to send you down. Too ashamed to face me, is he?”
“He’ll still be at his work, I imagine.”
Mrs Faulkner snorted with amusement at that suggestion.
“Jim,” called Mary across the street. “What is it she wants?”
“Who is that?” asked Mrs Faulkner. Jim said nothing. If he could pass Mary off as his own mistress, then so much the better. But Mrs Faulkner’s suspicions were at once aroused. She proceeded to climb out of the carriage.
“Is that she?”
“Who?”
“You know perfectly well who I mean,” she said, removing her gloved hand from her muff and pointing. “Is that the chit my son has got into trouble?”
“Her name is Miss Mary Duffy,” said Jim.
“Come here, Mary Duffy,” called Mrs Faulkner, summoning her with a gesture. “I think you and I should talk. We shall sit in my carriage.” Mary glanced fearfully at Jim as Mrs Faulkner got back into the carriage.
“Don’t worry,” murmured Jim, “I won’t leave you alone with her.” Mrs Faulkner had settled herself comfortably while Mary and Jim perched awkwardly opposite her.
“I don’t see why you should be here, Mr Henderson,” she said.
“I am Miss Duffy’s friend,” he said. “Whatever you want to say to her, you must say to me as well. That’s what she wants.”
“That’s right,” Mary said, with a spark of defiance in her voice.
“Very well,” said Mrs Faulkner. “I had better get to the point. Mary Duffy, I do hope you are not cherishing foolish notions with regard to my son.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, I hope you do not think you will be allowed to marry him. Such a thing is quite impossible. I’m sure that you as a sensible girl realise that.” Mary said nothing and Mrs Faulkner, interpreting her silence as assent, went on. “In fact, I am sure you will be glad to hear what I have to propose to you. You look like a clever girl to me, one that will not let sentiment cloud her judgement. I am going to make you a very handsome present.”
“A present?”
“Yes. Of two hundred guineas – a great deal of money for a girl like you. I hope you spend it prudently.”
“Why do you want to give me money?”
“Because I wish you to leave the country and never see my son again. I would say it is a handsome payment for so very little. Think what you will be able to do with two hundred guineas in America, say, or Canada. I believe they always want good child-bearing women in the Colonies.”
“No,” said Mary almost inaudibly. “No.”
“Don’t be silly, now,” said Mrs Faulkner. “Think of it – two hundred guineas. With your pretty face, and that, you will have no difficulty finding some fellow to look after you. But you cannot expect Rory to do it. He will never be happy with you. He cannot even love you properly, whatever he might say. He can only love a woman of his own class, who understands how things should be. If you feel you love him, you must give him up. It is the only way.”
“No!” said Mary again, tearfully now. “I will not!”
“Do you think you have any choice in this matter?” said Mrs Faulkner. Her tone was more aggressive now. “He will not marry you, do you understand that? Nothing will persuade him to marry you!”
At this point Mary seemed to hurl herself out of the carriage in an effort to escape. Jim followed her as she dashed across the street, her face covered by her hands. He caught her and held her in his arms.
“It’s all right,” he soothed her, as she cried into his chest. “You mustn’t listen to her.”
“What’s going on?” said a voice behind him. They turned to see Rory and Louis Faulkner coming up Candlemaker Row.
“Oh Rory!” exclaimed Mary. The sight of him seemed to throw her into confusion. He put out his hands to her but she would not come. She stood pulling her shawl round her as if for protection, tears still streaming down her face as she stared at him.
“What has happened? My darling…” began Rory.
“It’s your mother,” said Jim, indicating the carriage. “She’s just tried to buy Mary off.”
“What?” Rory shouted. “The devil she has!” He strode across to the carriage and pulled open the door with such violence Jim thought he might upset it. “Mother – get out! Now! Before I pull you out.”
“Why should I do anything for you?” came the defiant reply.
“Because I want you to see this. Come on, get out!”
“Very well,” she said, and descended with some dignity. “What amusing little melodrama have you for me now, Rory?”
“You will find it melodramatic, no doubt,” he said, marching her forward. “Now, Mama, I should like to present to you Miss Mary Duffy, my future wife.”
“Oh Rory,” said Mary, “do you mean that?”
“I do,” he said, turning to her and taking her hands. He bent and kissed them. “I want to marry you, Mary, more than anything. Will you have me?”
“Oh thank God!” she said softly. “Of course I’ll have you. Of course!” She fell into his arms with a sort of ecstatic relief.
“Well,” said Louis, stepping into the breach. “Will you let me kiss my future sister-in-law, Rory?”
He kissed her chastely and elegantly on the cheek.
“I’m surprised at you, Louis,” said Mrs Faulkner as she turned to go back to the carriage.
“No, I’m surprised at you, Mother,” said Louis, sternly handing her into the carriage. “Can’t you find a little charity?”
“I thought two hundred guineas was very charitable,” she said unrepentantly and drove away.
***
Louis set to work with typical thoroughness and arranged the wedding as soon as possible. He found a priest (an old Cambridge friend in fact, destined for a bishopric, who was then learning humility in a slum parish) who would marry them at the chancel steps instead of in the vestry, which was the general fate for mixed marriages. To Rory’s great relief, he had at once seen that it was pointless attempting to instruct Rory in the Faith, but gave him a few books on the subject to show he had done his duty. Rory had promised to read them, and then they had rather a satisfactory discussion about politics which had made him almost forget that he was a clergyman at all. He even promised to allow his children to be brought up in the Faith, reasoning quietly that any child of his would soon see through such nonsense and no lasting harm would be done, not even by the worst pack of Jesuits.
Mary, of course, was delighted with this, but even more so by the new lodgings Louis found for them. It had not crossed Rory’s mind to leave Candlemaker Row, but Louis, with an eye for the niceties, decided that it was utterly unsuitable for the child, and managed, with the same ingenuity with which he had tracked down the priest, to find a small but entirely respectable flat across the Meadows in Marchmont. Its fresh whitewash and gas lighting were enough to astonish Mary, but Louis went further and had various pieces of furniture sent up from Crawby, including the old mahogany bed from Rory’s room. Soon Rory found himself a respectable tenant, with his presses well filled with old monogrammed china and linen, carefully packed and sent up by Mrs Cooper. Louis and the Coopers had apparently entered into a conspiracy over this while Mrs Faulkner was away on Blane. She, no doubt, would not have let so much as a butter-knife come in Rory’s direction.
Rory was not sure that he would not have preferred that. There was something slightly disturbing about the appearance of this lumber from his past. He had hoped to break free from such things, but they had followed into this new life, defining him again and telling him how he must live. There was even his father’s favourite chair from the library sitting by the fireplace in the tiny drawing room, a high-backed, seventeenth-century carver, its tapestry old and dirty from dogs and muddy hunting boots. That chair was a household god, a symbol of Crawby and all it stood for, a world which he had loved, and yet which he knew to be wrong. But Mary loved it all. She unpacked the old chintz curtains and held them up with reverence. “I never thought I should see such things,” she said. “Never thought I’d have such a home – a real home.” And to show how proud she was, she made him hang up her most precious possession, a lurid little picture of the Sacred Heart of Jesus, above the bed.
The ceremony went off quietly and without incident. Mary looked flushed and beautiful, made a little self-conscious perhaps by the splendour of her first silk dress. As she knelt beside him, the earnestness with which she prayed frightened him. He tried to remember how he had first seen her, her strong arms pulling at a beer pump, and tried to find again that spark of desire which had burnt through him. But what he felt now was more painful and complicated, as the priest bound their hands together with a stole in some nonsensical part of this nonsensical ritual. He knew he ought to be happy to be making her so happy, but he could not quite manage it. A sort of bewilderment overtook him as his mind attempted to navigate the new landscape of his life.
But when they had got from the church, and were sitting at their wedding breakfast, drinking champagne and eating bride-cake (Louis had overlooked nothing) he felt less afraid. Mary was her old self again, laughing and smiling, and not afraid to kilt up her fine skirts in the dancing. An Irish fiddler played endless reels for them and the little wedding party danced and drank as if it were the grandest wedding in town.
“At home, we would carry on all night you know,” said Mary, breathless at the end of the last dance.
“This is home now,” said Rory, holding her in his arms still.
“I suppose so,” she said, looking up at him with such intensity that he understood for a moment why he was there and what had happened. He pulled her closer to him and pressed his hand against her warm, glowing cheek.
“Let’s go,” he said, overcome with the need for her.
They made their farewells and were cheered away as they drove off in a cab. The little flat seemed quiet and clean as they came in. Mary walked around lighting the gas as if she were lighting tapers to the Virgin Mary. Rory pulled the curtains shut and made up the fires, for the evening had turned foul and harsh.
“Let’s go to bed,” he said, catching her arm as she went towards the kitchen.
“Don’t you want your tea – I mean, your dinner?” she corrected herself.
“I want you,” he said, wishing then he could rip her clothes off her back. To see her naked in the firelight was suddenly all he could think of. “It’s our wedding night, isn’t it?”
She didn’t answer but wrested free of him, gently enough, but he sensed the rebuff. She went towards the kitchen, and he followed, alarmed.
“Mary?” he said. “Don’t you…?”
She shook her head and began to busy herself filling the kettle.
“It’s our wedding night,” he said again. “It’s what we’re supposed to do.”
“We can’t,” she said sharply.
“Why the devil not?” Rory was astonished. “Isn’t that what all this rigmarole has been about – so we can, without you feeling you are going to burn?”
“Because of the baby,” she said. “Don’t you see that?”
“What nonsense is this? Who’s told you that?”
“It’s not nonsense,” she said. “It’s wrong – for the baby. It will harm it.”
“Rot!” said Rory. “You must stop having such stupid ideas, Mary. You mustn’t let all these old wives’ tales ruin your life.”
“The nuns at school told us,” she protested. “It’s true. It hurts the baby, stains its soul,” she added with the air of one reciting something learned by rote. Rory found himself clutching at a chair-back, attempting to rein in his temper. “You’re angry with me,” she said, fearfully.
“No.” He was breathing hard. “I’m not angry with you, Mary, just with the rot they’ve stuffed your head with. You have to stop believing this rubbish.”
“It’s not rubbish!” she cried. “It’s not.”
“What do I have to say, what do I have to do, to convince you?” Turning to her, he grabbed her shoulders and held her tightly. “What do I have to do to put this nonsense out of your head? Staining its soul indeed! How can it? There’s no such thing as a soul. All we are is here and now. There’s no heaven nor hell, except what we make. You mustn’t torture yourself with fancies. I won’t let you!” and he found he shook her a little.
She stared at him, her face bleak and frightened, but still impossibly beautiful.
“Oh Mary,” he said, wrapping his arms round her. “There’s nothing to be afraid of. It’s all going to be all right.” He began to kiss her. He fumbled at the hooks of her dress but she struggled against him. He held her tighter, overwhelmed by his own pressing need for her. But she fought against him still, and suddenly he felt the sharp, agonising jerk of her knee in his groin. He went reeling backwards, and stood, half doubled up, utterly speechless.
“No!” she said fiercely. “No, you shan’t. We’ve sinned enough already, Rory. I won’t do it. You’ll just have to wait like any decent man.” And she flounced out of the kitchen, leaving Rory alone with the reproaches of the fourth-best Crawby dinner service on the dresser.
Chapter 25
“Is this your first visit to town, Miss Buchanan?” asked Aubrey Cato, reversing neatly with the polish of one well used to crowded London ballrooms.
“My first time out of Scotland, actually,” said Vivien and she thought: “And here I am dancing with the youngest MP in the Commons!” Aubrey Cato was said to be a brilliant young man, the son of a brilliant father whom, it was whispered, he might one day even eclipse. In fact, she was dancing with him for the second time that evening; at which Leonora, glancing at her dance card, had raised an eyebrow. In the staunch Tory circles Freddy generally moved in, the Cato family politics were thought to be dangerously radical. This, of course, could only recommend them to Vivien, and she had to admit to finding herself flattered by Aubrey’s attention. Through him she might meet his father, Miles, the man spoken of as a future Prime Minister.
“Is your father here tonight?” she asked.
“Not yet. He’s at a party meeting.”
“Then shouldn’t you be there, too?”
“I’m far too insignificant – besides, my sister and aunt had a fancy to come to this dance. It isn’t often we humble Midlanders get invited to dance with the Scots aristocracy.”
“I think Lady Ardneavie likes to show you Englishmen how we enjoy ourselves. Hogmanay is our special festival, you see. We must be allowed to celebrate it in our own style.”
“I think it’s charming – all these plaid sashes and kilts. It makes me wish I were a Scotsman.”
“And there will be proper dancing after supper. Lady Ardneavie has promised reels and strathspeys.”
“Then I shan’t be able to ask you to dance again,” he said. “But let me take you down to supper instead – if you are not already engaged, that is.”
“I’m not,” she said. “And thank you.”
What would Leonora say to that? Aubrey Cato was probably not her ideal candidate for a flirtation – for Vivien had been in London long enough to realise that going down to supper with a certain man meant something more than ordinary acquaintanceship. Her going down with him would be remarked upon. Leonora would no doubt have preferred her to go down with one of Freddy’s friends or cousins – of whom there seemed to be an endless supply. She had introduced dozens of these young men to Vivien, who had been surprised to find that there were so many well-breeched, unmarried young men in London. She had always thought that they were as thin on the ground as pheasants at the close of the shooting season – hence all those warnings from governesses and her mother about having to make a faultless impression at all times because the competition with other girls was so stiff. Perhaps, though, for a debutante with very solid connections that was one part of the race that did not have to be run. Certainly, as Freddy Melrose’s sister-in-law she had found she was never short of dancing partners.
But Freddy was not the reason for Aubrey Cato’s civility. The Catos were too rational for that; they advocated land reform, after all – a cow and an acre for every man – in fact, the sort of notion that would have made Sir Walter spit with rage. Social ambition was not a reason for him to dance with her. In fact, probably to have asked her at all was to kick over his own party traces. Freddy’s archaic, unthinking Toryism was well known and women were generally supposed to support the politics of their menfolk.
“Well, I shan’t!” thought Vivien, smiling at Aubrey as he turned her elegantly in the waltz.
“Ah, my father is here now,” he said. “The meeting must have broken up early. Might I present him to you, Miss Buchanan?”
“I should be honoured,” said Vivien, feeling rather nervous. Here was a man who had really put the cat amongst the political pigeons. He had split the Liberals over Ireland and was at loggerheads with both Mr Gladstone and Lord Salisbury. He was a law unto himself, notorious and legendary, whose speeches, even in the dull, black print of The Times, seemed to send out sparks. He was a man who wished to turn the world upside-down and she was about to shake hands with him.
Aubrey led her off the floor. She found her stomach was churning slightly, her hands sweating in their white suede casings. She was worried that she would say something foolish. After all, she was only a stupid, ignorant girl in London for the first time. What of good sense, let alone of interest, could she find to say to Miles Cato?
He was standing talking to Lady Ardneavie, and her first thought was that he did not look old enough to be Aubrey’s father. The resemblance between them was striking: the same dark, smooth hair combed back to show a high forehead and handsome clever features, sharp as a fox terrier’s. However, as she came closer to him, she felt that she was looking at Aubrey Cato magnified. Aubrey was suddenly only an ordinary, good-looking young man. His father was not ordinary, not in the least. Even if his reputation had not preceded him, she felt she would have stopped and stared. There was something utterly compelling in that well-constructed face.
She felt him look her over with a quick, appraising glance, a shrewd glance, no doubt that of a father wondering what sort of creature it was who was leaning on his son’s arm, but it disturbed her a little. He must always be reading situations and people, she thought, catching their essence in a moment and guessing how the land must lie.
Lady Ardneavie performed the introduction and went off to see to some other guest. Aubrey also excused himself and went to dance with his sister. Suddenly and unexpectedly they were alone. Vivien felt at a loss, but that was an experience clearly unknown to Miles Cato.
“Lady Ardneavie tells me you are going to work in the East End, Miss Buchanan,” he said. “That’s very worthy of you.”
There was a critical note in his voice when he said ‘worthy’ and it provoked her. No doubt he thinks I am just going slumming, she thought with annoyance. Aloud she said, “Yes, I’m going to take photographs of the conditions. Miss Fisher at the Lambeth settlement thinks it would be useful to have a proper record.”
“So you know Miss Fisher?” he replied. “That is interesting.” The note of contempt in his voice had gone. “And I thought fashionable young women only went to Stepney to save souls.”
“That doesn’t help anyone,” she said. “No, I am only doing this because I believe it may do some good. A picture, you see, Mr Cato, is worth a thousand words of description. How are people to know the conditions in the slums unless they see them? A photograph provides a cold, objective record –” She broke off, embarrassed at her own vehemence. “I’m sorry,” she added lamely.
“For what, Miss Buchanan?” he asked, with a smile. “You should never apologise for what you believe in. Actually, I should apologise to you. It was very wrong of me to think that you were only going there to do good works. But if you are under Amelia Fisher’s capable direction… ”
“It doesn’t matter,” she said. “It is easy to think that. Everybody does. Girls like myself are not supposed to have serious thoughts. In fact, we are not really supposed to think at all, about anything.”
“I don’t imagine that will ever stop you,” he said, with a slight laugh.
“No,” she replied. “I’m afraid I’ve never been able to toe that particular party line.”
“I know the feeling well – and I sympathise. Tell me, when do you expect to have your photographic survey finished? I should be very interested to see it. It could be very useful to me. Perhaps you are aware that in my constituency we have managed some very successful clearance schemes?”
“Miss Fisher told me about them. She is a great supporter of yours.”
“You must tell her it is quite mutual. It would be a wonderful thing to achieve something similar here in London. I find myself ashamed that the centre of our great empire should countenance such appalling conditions for so many of its people. A city cannot function properly like that. Miss Fisher, in her small way, has been achieving great things. Her reports are invaluable, but photographs – well, they would be of great interest.”
“I should be glad to let you have copies,” said Vivien, thinking how pleased Miss Fisher would be that the photographs should reach the attention of the leader of the Liberal Unionists with such ease. A small exhibition in her dining room had been all she had been hoping for. “I hope to have it finished by the end of January. If I work hard, that is.”
“And if you are not distracted by dancing partners,” said Miles Cato. “As I think you are about to be now.”
She turned and saw the Hon. Captain Arthur Frazer coming up to claim her for the lancers.
“You must excuse me,” she said, rather piqued that this interesting conversation should finish so soon.
“It seems I must. It makes me rather regret that I am an ancient widower who has not danced in twenty years. Otherwise, I should claim this dance myself.”
“Miss Buchanan,” said Captain Frazer. “My dance I think,” and he took her away. But Vivien could not help glancing back, her mind whirling at the possible implication of that remark. She had a strong sense it was not simple ballroom gallantry.
***
Miss Amelia Fisher was a wealthy old spinster of such impeccable respectability that even Leonora, in her present censorious mood, could find no objection to Vivien calling on her frequently. She had said that she could not imagine what Vivien saw in such an “old do-gooder” but it was impossible that Leonora should appreciate the subtleties of a person such as Miss Fisher.
She lived in a large, old-fashioned and book-filled house in Stanhope Place, overlooking the park. In that vast drawing room, furnished still with Greek revival furniture that was almost Scotch in its solidity, one was always sure to meet someone interesting, and the talk, unassumingly accompanied by tea and dull little cakes, was far more brilliant than the surroundings might have suggested. It always grieved Vivien that Miss Fisher did not give dinners, for she was growing tired of the usual trivialities of London dinner-tables. It seemed impossible for mixed company to talk of anything of importance, and often she longed to stay behind with the men and their cigars to hear them talk of all those things believed unfit for female ears. But at Miss Fisher’s such topics were not dodged: religion and politics were permitted, and the state of the world was debated honestly. When she had experienced this salon for the first time, Vivien had vowed that if ever she had a drawing room of her own, it should be conducted with the same unstuffiness. She had hated to leave that first afternoon, but Leonora, who had called only out of a sense of duty, was determined not to stay any longer than the regulation fifteen minutes. However, as they were making their farewells, Miss Fisher had smiled very particularly at Vivien and told her she must come again and as often as she liked. So now, two or three times a week, she had formed the habit of going there alone, often after an arduous afternoon of paying calls with Leonora. She would make her way through the thickening London dusk to Stanhope Place for an hour or more of intellectual stimulation before the glittering entertainments planned for that evening by Leonora and Freddy. A night in at home with a book was anathema to them in town.
On the afternoon after Lady Ardneavie’s Hogmanay ball, Vivien carried with her not only a small posy of white hellebores as a New Year’s Day present to Miss Fisher, but the happy news of her encounter with Miles Cato. She was pleased to see, as she was shown into the drawing room, that there were not many people there – just a cosy circle of some half-dozen people gathered about the fireside. When this happened, the conversation was always the most satisfying. She recognised most of them, and felt no embarrassment in saying, “I hardly like to come in and break up the circle. With my coming, you are suddenly a crowd.”
“Don’t worry about that, Vivien dear,” said Miss Fisher. “Come and sit by the fire and get warm. Miss Buchanan always walks here,” she went on to the lady who was sitting on her right. “Although she has a ducal equipage at her disposal.”
“I feel I must,” said Vivien, “or else I will lose the use of my legs entirely. Why is it that people of consequence feel they must drive everywhere? One misses so much.”
“You like London street-life then, Miss Buchanan?” asked Father Hamlyn, the kindly High Church cleric who helped run the settlement in the East End.
“It is something of a treat for me to see so many different faces. They all fascinate me, as if they all have a wonderful story to tell me. That is one of the reasons I am so looking forward to going down to Stepney with you, Father Hamlyn.”
“You must prepare yourself to be shocked,” he said, “but I think you will take it in your stride. If, as you say you do, you see them all as individuals, there will be no difficulty.”
Father Hamlyn was remarkable as clergymen went. He was not pious but severely practical. He did not work to save souls, but to save lives. He was apparently in constant trouble with the Bishop of London for giving help to non-believers. It was whispered that now he was more a socialist than a clergyman. Vivien liked him immensely, and found herself settled comfortably beside him. It would be interesting working with him. Perhaps she should take his photograph, too, for there was something about his earnest but gentle face which invited a portrait. Yet she suspected he would not permit such a piece of vanity, and then found herself thinking that Jim Henderson would be the only person who might manage a half-decent portrait of him.
“The Misses Cato,” announced the butler, and Vivien could not help turning her head a little to see them come in. Aubrey had not presented her to his aunt and sister, although they had been at the ball, but now it seemed her acquaintance with the family was to be completed. The elder Miss Cato was tall and handsome, like her brother, and Vivien felt surprised she had never married. “She must have had plenty of offers – perhaps no one matched her brother,” she found herself thinking. Cato’s daughter, on the other hand, had none of that presence. She was fair and slight, delicately made, perhaps resembling the mother who had died so long ago.
“My dear Edith,” said Miss Fisher, getting up and taking the elder Miss Cato’s hand. “I’d no idea you were back in town.”
“We came up yesterday,” she said. “We had a fancy to go to Lady Ardneavie’s ball. Frivolous, perhaps, but… ”
“You are never wickedly frivolous, Edith,” said Miss Fisher. “A ball is a permissible indulgence, especially for the young people. I danced through the night whenever I could when I was a girl. Was it an impressive occasion, Lucy?”
“It was charming. Even Papa enjoyed himself.”
Miss Fisher then proceeded to introduce them to those whom they did not know. They came to Vivien last, as the youngest there, and they recognised her at once as the girl with whom Aubrey had gone down to supper.
“Are you the photographic young lady?” asked Edith Cato. Vivien, a little astonished, nodded. “My brother mentioned you. An excellent idea, I think.”
“Father Hamlyn is to help me,” said Vivien.
“My brother was much taken with your initiative,” she went on. “In fact, you have been quite a topic of conversation with us and I am very glad to meet you. You quite live up to my nephew’s description. You will call on us, won’t you?”
“I should be delighted.”
“You must forgive my directness,” Miss Cato said. “The truth is we can only stay here a moment this afternoon. But running into you like this – well, one must, as in politics, seize the moment, don’t you think?”
“Of course. And please do call at Melrose House. My sister, the Duchess, and I are at home on Tuesdays and Thursdays.”
“At Melrose House?” She seemed surprised. “I didn’t realise.”
“I am a cuckoo in the nest,” said Vivien with a smile, and Miss Cato laughed.
“I think you are, Miss Buchanan. How interesting for us all. I hope to see you soon.”
Vivien was left with the sense she was being taken up by the Catos. She liked the forthrightness of it. It was different from the usual tortuous circling around with calls and cards which was designed to deter social climbers. But she could not help asking Miss Fisher later on in the afternoon, when they were alone together, “Miss Cato does not collect people, does she?”
“No, she is not ambitious for herself in the least. But if her brother asks for someone to come to the house she is happy to arrange it for him.”
“I can’t think why Miles Cato should be so interested in me. Aubrey, yes – he asked me to dance twice, and took me down to supper. But Mr Cato?”
“I am not surprised,” said Miss Fisher. “You are not an ordinary debutante, Vivien.”
“I think it is that Aubrey Cato likes me, and they want to check me out. That must be it, mustn’t it?”
“Would you like to be Mrs Aubrey Cato?”
“I don’t know,” said Vivien. “But I do know if I do marry – and I am not the least bit sure I shall – it must be someone who does something, who does something useful.”
“I think you would make an excellent political wife,” Miss Fisher told her.
“How can you suggest that, when you have never married?”
“I am not a marrying woman,” said Miss Fisher. “I have always known that. I have never been susceptible to romance. But you, Vivien, are a passionate creature. I can see it in your eyes. You will not be happy alone.”
“I don’t know about that.”
“Believe me,” she smiled. “When a man arrives who is worthy of you, you will see the thing differently.”
Walking home, Vivien found herself thinking of Rory. She had longed for him and nothing had come of it. Perhaps nothing ever would come of it. In the dark London streets those feelings now seemed distant, and despite herself she could not recapture the intensity of her feelings. It seemed as if that girl on Blane were a different creature altogether. She knew she was changing, making a life for herself on her own terms. She could not say what might happen in that coming year, but she knew that life was different, and that it was exciting, more exciting than she could possibly have imagined. She had a key in her hand to a new world. Miss Cato had insisted she call and she could not wait to walk into that Liberal lion’s den and hear the radicals roar. Leonora was not going to like that in the least!
Chapter 26
It had begun to seem to Leonora that the world was full of small children. Everywhere she looked now she saw them, especially on this bright frosty morning in Kensington Gardens.
She had come to take Jasper, her spaniel puppy, for a walk. Hugh had sent him down as a Christmas present from Blane, with a note that he might become a reasonable gundog if he were not spoilt. But it was impossible not to spoil him: he was a delectable little dog, with a wonderful silky, ginger-red coat. Even Vivien, never a great dog-lover, had been quite smitten by him. Now, as he pulled her along with surprising strength for such a small animal, Leonora saw how the children playing with their hoops and balls were stealing admiring glances.
She stopped to let Jasper off his leash and a little boy came up. “May I stroke him?”
Leonora stared at the child. He was the sort of little boy she dreamed off; pale smooth hair, clear eyes and a frank expression. She had seen a miniature of Freddy when he was a child, and he had looked like that.
“I know you, don’t I?” she asked. “Aren’t you Arthur Benfleete?” She remembered seeing him brought down to the drawing room at Constance Benfleete’s house. His face had struck her then.
“Yes,” he said. “What is your dog’s name?”
“Jasper. You may play with him if your nurse doesn’t mind.”
The nurse called out, “Master Arthur, come here at once. You mustn’t bother the lady!”
Leonora stood up and turned towards the nurse. She recognised Leonora at once, and came over to them. “Oh, Your Grace, I am sorry.” She curtseyed slightly. “Master Arthur, come here now.”
“Oh, let him play with Jasper, please,” said Leonora. “He’s a very gentle little dog. I’m sure Lady Benfleete wouldn’t mind.”
“If you don’t mind, Your Grace.”
“Of course not,” said Leonora. “Now, Arthur, he likes to fetch sticks, and things. He really ought to be a gundog.”
Arthur and Jasper scampered off across the hard white grass.
“He is a beautiful child,” commented Leonora.
“Yes, Your Grace, he is,” said the nurse. She was a solid, kindly looking woman, just the sort of person she would choose for the nursery at Melrose House. Sometimes Leonora had gone and sat in that sunny day-nursery, on the old sofa covered with a dust-sheet. She had sat and wondered how long she must wait to make the place the centre of her life. Before she had married Freddy, she had never understood what it was to want a child. Now the desire for it, deep and painful, moved her more than anything. She knew she would have given up everything for it. Something so deep was speaking to her that sometimes it made her cry. Seeing Arthur holding Jasper against him brought a prick of a tear to her eye. How long must she wait for it to happen, how long before she found herself sick in the morning and fainting?
“Lady Benfleete is very lucky,” she said. “I should love a child like that.”
“Your turn will come, Your Grace,” said the nurse.
After a few minutes, it was time for the nurse to take Arthur home. Jasper was returned reluctantly.
“I will ask your Mama to bring you to tea,” said Leonora, “and then you will be able to see Jasper again.”
Arthur was mollified by that, but Leonora was not so sure she had made a wise suggestion. To have such a child running around Melrose House would only increase her own sense of emptiness.
It was wicked to feel that emptiness, she knew, as she walked back to her carriage, holding Jasper’s warm, panting body against her. She had no reason to be so impatient. She had almost everything she could want, and wouldn’t the rest assuredly come in time? If only she could manage to be patient.
She wished Vivien were there. Vivien, for all her nonsense, could distract her from these heavy thoughts. It seemed that when she was alone she plunged too easily into the depths. She could so easily have cried just then and made a shocking exhibition of herself in Kensington Gardens. She would have to avoid being alone. It always depressed her.
It was annoying that Vivien was so busy these days. Since Miss Fisher had taken her up, she seemed never to be in, but always out at some meeting or down in Stepney at that settlement. She was even going out to dinner on her own account now – to the Catos’, no less, that evening. Where all that could lead, she could not imagine. Someone had suggested to her that young Aubrey Cato was interested in Vivien. Perhaps he was – though one couldn’t exactly call it a dazzling match. But Vivien did not have suitors queuing at the door. She was too intimidating, too earnest for most young men. In such circumstances a man like Aubrey Cato, with a possibly brilliant career ahead of him, might be the best they could expect. Anything would have to be better than her running off with a nobody like James Henderson.
***
The child seemed so thin that Vivien thought her bones might poke through the grubby skin. It had taken a few moments to establish that she was a girl, for she wore trousers and a boy’s reefer jacket, far too large for her, with its sleeves rolled up haphazardly. Only a half-hearted braid of thin, greasy blonde hair spoke of attempted femininity.
“Would you like me to take your photograph?” asked Vivien. “It’ll cost yer, missus,” said the girl, brightly.
Vivien could not help laughing. “How much?”
The girl eyed her carefully, judging perhaps how deep her pockets were.
“What do you think?” she asked, eventually. “Sixpence.”
“Arf a crown,” said the child.
“Half a crown!” exclaimed Vivien. “That’s extortion. You’re not the only child round here.”
“But I’d make a luv’ly picture,” said the girl, and looked appallingly doleful for a moment.
“Oh God!” Vivien exclaimed. “No, I do not want that. I just want you to stand nice and still.”
“Can I get my friend Bella?” asked the girl. “She’s right pretty, she is. Her and me – well, we’d be worth ‘arf a crown, wouldn’t we?”
“And where will we find Bella?”
“Just up the road. She lives ‘cross the hall from me in Lockey’s Court.”
“Can you take me there? Would you mind showing me where you live?” Vivien sensed that to be taken willingly into this girl’s home might give her just the sort of evidence she was looking for. Ragged little girls standing in the street were a commonplace sight. Images like that could be ignored. But to get inside an East End court and take photographs, to put these people in their true context – well, that was what she should be doing.
“For ‘arf a crown, I don’t see why not,” said the girl. “My name’s Jen, by the way. What’s yours, missus?”
“Vivien.”
“Funny sort o’ name,” she commented. “I suppose you toffs all have funny ‘andles.”
“Is Jen short for Jenny?” asked Vivien as they began to walk along together.
“I call myself Jen so I can get boy’s work,” she explained. “Holdin’ horses, that sort of thing. Nobody would trust a girl to hold a horse, would they?”
“I suppose not,” said Vivien. “Do you like horses?”
“Oh yes, they’re luv’ly. If I were a boy I’d go an’ get a job workin’ in the mews of some big place up West. Them are real grand horses up West, not like the rotten old nags that come down our road.”
Vivien tried to picture Jen dressed up in a neat girl’s habit, mounted on some smart, well-cared-for pony.
“Can you ride?”
“Not proper, but I bet I could if they’d give me the chance. What I’d really like to be is a jockey and win the Derby. That’d be something, wouldn’t it?”
“I’d like to see that,” said Vivien. “I’d cheer you on. I’m sure you could do it.”
“Some chance though,” said Jen. “Ain’t it?”
Vivien was forced to agree.
They were walking under a long, broad railway bridge, plastered with bills, the damp air stiff with an unpleasant smell of fish. The light of the street beyond was a relief. But in a moment, Jen was leading her up a narrow alley of blackened brick walls. The alley widened a little and Vivien realised they had reached their destination: Lockey’s Court.
Jen left no time for reflection and darted towards a doorway. “Come on, missus,” she called without ceremony. Vivien followed into a dingy hallway where the sound of a wailing child echoed miserably. It was not the lusty scream of a hungry, healthy child, but a pitiful, anxious cry that seemed to cut at the very nerves.
“That bloody baby,” said Jen. “I’m supposed to be minding it.”
“Is that you, Jenny? Where the ‘ell have you been, girl? Just you wait until your dad gets home,” shouted out a woman, as Jen opened her door. “You lazy little –”
“Be quiet, Ma, we’ve got company,” broke in Jen, not at all put out. “This way, missus.”
Jen virtually pushed her into the room, and Vivien stepped in, feeling she had violated someone’s soul.
“I hope you don’t mind –” she began, but could not go on. The room was so depressing it knocked all the polite platitudes out of her head. Father Hamlyn had taken her to quite a few slum houses, and she had felt she was quite used to them, but this room… There was nothing here to soften the absolute poverty. The walls, which in other houses she had seen decorated with a brave show of engravings cut from illustrated papers, were quite bare except for the alarming peaks of creeping grey-green damp in the plaster. She could feel that damp in the air, even through her thick winter clothes. She could smell it, too, in all its cold, musty unpleasantness. Bare, dirty boards of coarse splintery wood covered the floor and the furniture, except for a sagging iron bedstead with sacking for sheets, appeared to be made out of orange boxes. One crate contained the screaming child; across the top of another two small, pinch-faced children, their legs and arms encased in straw bottle wrappers for extra warmth, played a game with string, sticks and stones.
Over by the same grimy window, a woman sat bent over a sewing machine. Presumably she was Jen’s mother. “What do you want, then?” she demanded, without turning to look at Vivien.
“She wants to take my picture,” said Jen, with a touch of pride.
“I’d like to take a photograph of this room, if I could.” Vivien knew there was a risk it would not come out, for the light was not exactly ideal, but she had to try. Nobody would believe such conditions.
“What?” The woman stopped sewing and swivelled round to look at Vivien. She stared at her for some minutes as if she were some strange animal. Indeed, although Vivien had taken great care to dress as plainly as she could, her long, full coat still looked expensive, its cloth soft and new.
“What’s all that stuff you got, missus?” she said, indicating the various bits of camera equipment Vivien was carrying.
“That’s my camera, Mrs... ?”
“Fenton, Lily Fenton,” said the woman.
“Vivien Buchanan,” said Vivien, putting out her hand. Mrs Fenton did not take it.
“What do you want to take a picture of us for?”
“To show it to people up West, to show them how things are.”
“Why do you want to do that?”
“To try and change things, I hope. To make things better.”
“Do you think you can?” said Mrs Fenton, a touch contemptuously. “What do you know about it?”
“Not enough. That’s why I need you to help me. It would be so useful.”
“She said she’d give us ‘arf a crown,” said Jen.
“I’ll give you five bob, if you let me take a shot of this.”
“Can’t say that would go amiss,” said Mrs Fenton. “Mind you, you’ll have to be quick. If my old man gets back...”
“I won’t be more than a quarter of an hour,” said Vivien, putting down her bag and reaching for her purse.
Vivien took three or four careful plates. The Fentons were good sitters. They sat quite motionless with expressions of extraordinary passivity. False, fixed smiles for the camera were unknown to them. Then she made some careful notes, for what use was such evidence without its proper context? Mrs Fenton, she discovered, was an outworker for a shirt-maker in the Mile End Road. She was making fancy blouses with tucks and lace insertions, and reckoned to get a ha’penny for each. Her absent husband was frequently out of work, although he had a job in a road gang at present. He drank too much, Mrs Fenton reckoned. There had been seven children. Only the four had survived. The baby apparently rarely stopped crying. Mrs Fenton confessed, quite baldly, that plenty of times she had thought of throwing herself under a train, just to be out of it all.
In the end Vivien left ten shillings, which, she noticed, Mrs Fenton hid in a tin under a loose floorboard.
“No point my Alf finding that,” she said.
“I’ll bring some things, if you like,” said Vivien. “I’ve some clothes I don’t need. An old winter coat.”
“That’d be nice, miss,” said Mrs Fenton. “Very nice.”
Jen walked with her to the Mile End Road, carrying a bundle of finished blouses for the shirt-maker. Vivien managed to find a growler, although both of them agreed that the horse was not quite all it should be.
“Here’s a shilling for you, Jen,” she said.
“That don’t matter. You’ll have none left for yourself.”
“I don’t need it. Go and buy a book on horses.”
“A book, missus?” she said. “I can’t read no books. Where shall I tell him to drive you?”
“Portman Square,” said Vivien. “Thanks.”
Jen waved goodbye as she drove off, and seemed cheerful. Vivien wished she could share her mood. She felt that to go back to Portman Square and a bath and a fire in her comfortable room was to abandon the Fentons. She would help them of course, do all she could, but she knew it would not be enough. The Fentons were just a drop in the ocean. All the old clothes and kind words she might bring would do nothing. There were so many others like them that it was not enough to help one family. One had to change the whole world, upset everything before the Fentons and their like even had a chance. And how, thought Vivien, does one begin to do that?
***
“Shouldn’t you be dressed by now?” asked Leonora, coming into Vivien’s room. “I’ve ordered the carriage for you at quarter to.”
Vivien was sitting on the floor by the fire, still in her dressing-gown. “I wish I could cry off,” she said.
“Don’t you want to go? I thought Mr Cato was a hero of yours?”
“I can’t face it,” said Vivien. “This afternoon – oh, it just seems all wrong suddenly to be going out to a dinner-party. I went into this house – oh, Leo, you simply wouldn’t believe how awful it was.”
“Worse than what you have already seen?” asked Leonora.
“I’m afraid so. There was a poor sick baby there with an orange crate for a cradle.”
“Oh,” Leonora pulled her arms around herself in a self-comforting gesture.
“I’m sorry, Leo,” said Vivien, getting up, “I shouldn’t have said that. Are you still feeling rotten about that?”
“Absolutely, I’m afraid,” answered Leonora. “I wish I were dining out tonight. It would take my mind off it.”
“What, are you and Freddy dining in? That isn’t like you.”
“I am dining in, Freddy isn’t,” explained Leonora. “He has one of those committee dinners at his club. They go on until eternity you know.”
“I wish I didn’t have to go out. I feel I am deserting you.”
“No, you must go,” Leonora declared. “We shouldn’t either of us be wallowing in self-pity should we?”
“You’re right,” agreed Vivien, smiling.
“What will you wear then?” Leonora looked at the dress laid out on the bed. “Oh, not this one, Viv. Something pretty, please.”
“I don’t feel I’ve a right to wear pretty things just now.”
“Don’t be a fool,” said Leonora. “Do you want Aubrey Cato thinking you’re a frump? The Catos might be radicals, but I think they are very well turned out, especially Mr Cato. Even Freddy thinks his tailoring is superb and you know how fussy he is.”
Vivien laughed at this, and said, “All right then. I’ll put on a brave show. What do you suggest?”
“I’ll lend you something,” offered Leonora. “I think we had better do this properly. This might be a very important evening.”
“I hope not,” answered Vivien. “The world has already gone upside down for me once today. I’m not sure I can cope.”
“Oh come on, come on,” said Leonora, who would not be put off now. She had it in her head to transform Vivien that evening. Aubrey Cato would not be able to resist her after she had finished with her. And thinking of dresses and hair and match-making put babies quite out of Leonora’s mind.
Chapter 27
As a result of Leonora’s very comprehensive attention to her toilette, Vivien arrived at the Catos’ house in Montpelier Square rather closer to eight o’clock than was quite polite. It involved being the last person shown up to the drawing room and making rather an entrance in front of all the other guests. When the doors opened to admit her, she was glad of all her borrowed fine feathers. Leonora had put her into a shot taffeta dress which shone a pale honey gold under candlelight. As she had been laced up into it, for it was very close fitting, she had been unable to prevent herself from thinking of those wretched blouses with their fancy insertions. Were all clothes, no matter how beautiful, made in such conditions and for such little reward? “One cannot wear rags,” said Leonora imperiously, as she arranged some pearls in her hair. Vivien wondered if Jenny Fenton would recognise her now. Now, standing on the threshold of Miles Cato’s drawing room, that afternoon seemed to have come from another life, from another era in time. She could not connect the two worlds, although she herself was the connection.
Leonora had been right. She did make an impression. She could sense the impact her appearance had made upon the room and she found herself blushing. It was usually Leonora who turned the heads. Aubrey Cato came dashing up and took her arm at once, guiding her round the drawing room and introducing her to everyone. His attentions seemed to go beyond simple friendliness. There was something about his manner that reminded her of Jim, although no two young men could have been more different. It made her very uneasy, for she felt nothing towards him, or at least nothing deep and stirring, but here she was, leaning on his arm, dressed with particular attention as if she intended to hook him. Perhaps that was what Leonora had been thinking. Aubrey was certainly of marriageable age – and MPs liked to have wives, it went down well with the constituents.
Although she had looked forward to this dinner-party, she now wished again that she were not there. It might be something to be sitting at Miles Cato’s table, hearing the great man talk, but it was another thing altogether to be there because Aubrey Cato might be in love with her and was thinking of proposing. She would have to disappoint him, and probably the whole family as well. She would have to go cold on him, stop calling there, stop looking interested if things were not to get out of hand. It would be too bad of her to let things get to the point of a proposal. She could remember Jim’s face too clearly. No woman had the right to do that to a man, to raise hopes and then dash them.
As the meal proceeded, her conviction that this was the case grew with depressing speed. Aubrey kept smiling at her across the table, and she was unable to prevent herself responding in kind. What else could she do? A cold stare might do in the park, but not at the dinner-table. It made her feel wretched, in fact, everything was beginning to conspire to ruin the evening. For the events of the afternoon haunted her. It seemed all wrong to be eating rich food and sitting in a fine room when Mrs Fenton was probably hunched over her sewing machine, ruining her eyes sewing by candlelight. The baby’s dreadful screams still rang reproachfully in her ears, so that she scarcely heard what the man on her right was saying about his walking tour of Switzerland. She could hardly eat, let alone say anything intelligent. She began to feel very hot and faint, for Leonora’s maid had laced her up with sadistic precision. Vivien did not usually wear her stays so tight and wondered whether her body would recover from this steel onslaught. She felt her blood must be boiling, and that her face was crimson.
When Miss Cato began to gather glances for the exodus from the dining room, Vivien got up from her seat with enormous relief. But she felt feeble and agitated and could not face the drawing room. She felt on the edge of her own sanity, as if all the confusion of her mind was going to overpower her physical being. Her head was throbbing now and she was finding it difficult to breathe. In the hallway, she managed to get Miss Cato alone for a moment.
“I’m so sorry,” she began. She found her voice was breathless. “I wonder, if I might excuse myself for a few minutes? I don’t feel terribly well...”
“My dear,” said Miss Cato, taking her arm. “Why, you’re trembling, child. You must be ill. Come in here.”
She took her across the hall into a dimly lighted, book-lined room which felt deliciously cool.
“Do you think you need a doctor?” asked Miss Cato, helping her into an armchair.
“I’ll be fine presently, I’m sure.”
“I hope so,” said Miss Cato. “I shan’t be a moment. I’ll get the servants to bring you something.”
“Oh please, don’t worry. I shall be perfectly all right.”
“Don’t move now,” said Miss Cato and left her.
Alone, she leant back as far as those crippling stays would permit her. She closed her eyes and saw the Fentons’ room again, felt the smell of the damp fill her nostrils. She wrapped her arms around herself, feeling her bare skin prickle with goose flesh at the thought of it. Tears were starting in her eyes now: angry, guilty, helpless tears, for she felt she could do nothing, nothing except cry – and even that she felt was an indulgence.
The door opened softly and she turned her head, so that whoever it was should not see her crying.
“Miss Buchanan, are you all right?” It was Miles Cato. “I’m sorry to intrude, I came to fetch a paper.”
“This is your room then…” she said, trying to master her sobs. “It’s very nice.”
But the niceness of it only made her remember again.
“My dear girl…” Suddenly he was in front of her, on his knees in fact. “Here.” He pressed a handkerchief into her hand.
“It will take more than a handkerchief,” she could not help saying with bitterness as she took it.
“What has upset you?”
“Everything!” she said, and turned herself away from him, feeling a fresh onslaught of tears. There was nothing she could do about it, no matter how ashamed she felt of crying in front of him like a wounded child. “Oh, it’s just this afternoon, I went to a house – not a house, just a room, in Stepney – oh, Mr Cato, I can’t believe what I saw. I can’t get it out of my head.”
“I see,” he said, after a pause. “I think perhaps you should go home. You don’t look very well to me,” and he reached out and pressed his hand against her forehead. “Hum, you’re running a temperature, you know.”
“I feel frozen,” she couldn’t help admitting, for she had swung from hot to cold in a matter of moments.
“Home for you, young lady,” he said, going to the bell-pull and tugging. “I’ll take you.”
“But,” she began, “your guests…”
“Are used to me vanishing for a division. They won’t notice I’ve gone.” A manservant came in. “Ah, Sam, will you fetch Miss Buchanan’s wraps, and have the carriage come round.”
“You must think I’m an awful fool,” she said, when the servant had gone.
“Of course not. You’re ill. You must have caught something in the East End.”
“I caught a conscience,” she said, bleakly.
“I’m sure you had one before,” he replied. “Or you wouldn’t have started the work.”
She struggled out of the chair. It was amazing how weak she felt suddenly, and Miles Cato was obliged to put his arm around her waist. “I’m surprised you didn’t collapse over your dinner,” he said. “You must have marvellous will-power.” He folded her wraps round her and, still with his arm about her, helped her across the hall and into the carriage. By now Vivien scarcely cared what he did. She was only thinking of the moment she might crawl into bed.
He tucked a fur rug around her knees, with nurse-like care, and then climbed in alongside her.
“Right then, let’s see if we can get you home alive,” he said. She was able to manage a feeble smile at that, for she did feel half-dead.
***
Leonora had decided to wait up until both Freddy and Vivien came home, but she had expected neither of them back before midnight. She had settled by the fire in her private sitting room with an amusing novel by Ouida, and found she was enjoying the solitude more than she had expected. It was rather pleasant to sit around in a tea-gown and not worry about making conversation.
But about eleven, her quiet idyll was interrupted. “Yes, what is it Hexton?”
“I’m sorry to bother you, Your Grace, but Mr Cato is downstairs. He’s brought Miss Vivien home – she’s been taken rather bad.” Leonora rushed downstairs after Hexton and reached the hall just as Mr Cato was escorting Vivien in. She looked as if she was only standing because Mr Cato was supporting her.
“Oh Viv… what is the matter?” she said, running forward.
“A chill, I think,” said Mr Cato. “Now can you face all these stairs?”
“I…” began Vivien, but she began to cough instead.
“That settles it,” said Mr Cato, and in a moment he had swept Vivien up into his arms and was carrying her towards the stairs.
For a moment Leonora stared as he marched up the first few steps. Vivien might be ill, but what sort of man was this Cato to stride up the stairs of Melrose House, when he had never even been presented to its mistress? He seemed set to go all the way to Vivien’s bedroom. In fact, before she quite realised what had happened, Leonora was opening that bedroom door to him.
He laid Vivien down on the bed with a gentle solicitude which impressed Leonora.
“Oh Mr Cato…” said Vivien feebly.
He put a finger to his lips to silence her.
“Shush,” he said. “Now, you make sure you get better soon. I need those photographs, remember.”
She nodded. He turned to Leonora.
“Well, I leave her to your care, Duchess. Goodbye.”
“Goodbye – and thank you so much,” Leonora remembered to say.
“It was nothing,” he said, and left.
She turned to look at Vivien who was floundering on the bed, attempting to reach round and unhook her bodice.
“Oh you poor darling,” exclaimed Leonora, rushing to help her. “I’m going to get a doctor for you. I don’t think Mr Cato would forgive me if I didn’t. Goodness, this stay lace is tight. What was Marie-Josephe thinking of?”
She got it loose, but taking off the stays didn’t seem to bring Vivien much relief.
“I feel so awful,” said Vivien, in a dry hollow voice. “And so stupid.”
“Don’t worry about that,” said Leonora, helping her into her nightgown.
Vivien climbed into bed. Her head sank gratefully against the pillows, heedless of the fact that her hair was still full of pins and pearls. Leonora took them out gently, noticing the little beads of sweat appearing on Vivien’s temples.
“You are in a bad way, aren’t you?” she said, wiping them away. “You goose.”
“He must think I’m such a fool,” wailed Vivien.
“I don’t think so,” answered Leonora, thinking of the way he had carried her upstairs. It would have been quite sufficient for Miles Cato to send Vivien home, but to bring her in his own carriage and then carry her upstairs – well, those were the actions of a lover, or at least of one who aspired to love. Clearly Aubrey Cato was not Vivien’s only admirer. “No, Viv,” she said, stroking her sister’s hot forehead. “He certainly doesn’t think that.”
***
The next morning the doctor told Vivien, with an admirable lack of scientific evidence, that she only had herself to blame for catching such a severe chill. He did not at all approve of young ladies following the fashion for slumming. The East End was no place for well-brought-up girls – wasn’t this all the proof Miss Buchanan needed? Her nerves, he declared, let alone her constitution, were not strong enough for such work. If Vivien had been feeling stronger, and if her voice had not collapsed into a feeble croak, she would have drawn Dr Hardy’s attention to all those winters she had spent on Blane with nothing more than a runny nose to trouble her health.
“You are lucky you did not catch pneumonia,” he scolded.
“I could have caught that just as well in St James’s,” she managed to say, and got a warning look from the doctor for her pains.
“Do you think we ought to take her down to the country?” asked Freddy, who had come in with Leonora to hear the doctor’s verdict.
“Not immediately,” said Dr Hardy. “I want you to have absolute rest for a fortnight – in bed.”
“What?” protested Vivien.
“You heard what he said, Viv,” said Freddy, who evidently enjoyed being in loco parentis.
“I shall die of boredom,” said Vivien.
“I’ll call again tomorrow to see how you are getting on, Miss Buchanan,” he said, picking up his glossy silk hat. Freddy left with him. Vivien, propped up on pillows, stared bleakly at Leonora. The thought of being confined to her room for two weeks made her feel worse. She had visions of being turned into a perpetual invalid by Dr Hardy in search of aristocratic fees.
“Oh cheer up,” said Leonora. “You’ve got a present.” She put a box on her lap. “It came this morning.”
“Who from?”
“That would be telling,” said Leonora with a smile. “But suffice it to say that someone on his way to the House of Commons…”
“Oh,” Vivien pulled at the ribbon, her heart sinking. “Not Aubrey Cato…”
Leonora said nothing, and Vivien lifted the striped lid of the box.
“Goodness,” exclaimed Leonora, “But these are exquisite…”
Three perfect orchids rested on some damp straw. Their petals were still spotted with beads of water. They were extraordinary things – pale mauve, in the most part, but with a single, large frilly petal which was an intense purple-red.
“You know orchids are his great passion,” said Leonora. “I’ve heard it said of him that if it wasn’t for politics it would be only orchids with him.”
Vivien took the envelope which had been slipped down one side. She looked at the hand of it, the bold scrawl of “Miss Buchanan,” a hand which doubtless wrote hundreds of letters but was still clear.
“What does he say?” asked Leonora eagerly.
The note was brief and to the point: “With all best wishes for a prompt recovery, Miles Cato.”
“Well, anything else would have been improper,” said Leonora, but the disappointment in her voice was clear.
“What did you expect?” said Vivien. “A love letter?”
“I think you ought to,” said Leonora. “You saw him last night.”
“It’s not possible,” said Vivien.
“Why not?” said Leonora, obviously very pleased. “I had better have these put in water for you.” She picked up the box and stared at them again. “You know, the man really has an eye. If you were to wear these in your hair.”
“Oh Leo…” said Vivien, overwhelmed suddenly. It was all too much at once. She felt exhausted. Perhaps two weeks in bed wouldn’t be long enough at this rate.
“You should sleep for a while,” said Leonora, putting down the orchids and rearranging pillows. “But you must promise me not to dream about 10 Downing Street!” she added lightly.
Vivien could not make any answer to this, and it wasn’t her sore throat which prevented her. She was stupefied at the thoughts that she could have caught the eye of such a great man.
Chapter 28
Here I am, thought Vivien, looking around her, in the heart of his world. And I have to admit, I like what I see.
She was standing in the large central hall of Miles Cato’s house on the outskirts of Birmingham. It was full of people, full of Liberal Unionists in fact, and there was a buzz in the air from all their talk. It was quite different from the sound of an afternoon reception in Belgravia, where the voices pursued nothing but trivialities. A wonderful mixture of voices could be heard here – some solidly Midland, some more refined, some male, some female, all talking, talking as if they meant to solve all the problems of the world.
And here am I, a guest here, staying right in the heart of this, thought Vivien, as she stood on the bottom step of the staircase, not hesitating because she was frightened to plunge in, but rather savouring the moment of her arrival. No drawing room in London had ever made her feel like this. It was as if she had found a long lost tribe, her own tribe at last to which she could belong. She could understand this world – or at least she could learn to understand it. She wanted to learn the name of every one of them, all those diligent party workers; the bees, Miles called them. Then this is the hive, thought Vivien, and how sweet the honey is!
“Ah, there you are,” said Miss Cato. “People are waiting to meet you.”
“Am I such a celebrity?” said Vivien.
“They are interested in your work,” said Edith Cato, tactfully. She might as well have said “They are interested in the young woman whom Miles Cato is courting, whom he has picked out from a million possibilities.” It was no good denying that that was the case, and indeed Vivien had felt a hundred times better when she had stopped denying it. His admiration was serious and she now took it seriously. For when she was recovering from her chill he had been a regular visitor. Leonora had been happy to let him come, and happy to leave her alone with him. He had brought books for her and newspapers, but most of all he had brought his talk. He seemed to feed her with ideas, stoking her brain with solid lumps of matter until the feeble fire of her knowledge burnt as fiercely as a furnace. And every time he had left her, she had felt bereft.
She had been glad then to accept Miss Cato’s invitation to come to them in Birmingham for a few days. Freddy and Leonora had taken her down to Freddy’s place in Sussex for which she could not say she cared. She realised she had grown rather fond of London, or at least of the social contacts it brought, but this visit to Birmingham seemed more exciting and significant.
“Ah, this is where you are hiding her, Edith,” said Miles Cato, coming up to them. He had not seen her since she arrived. He put out his hand to her and she took it, coming down that last step. It was perhaps a rather conspicuous action, and she noticed people staring, but suddenly she did not care. There was something about his smile of welcome that she could not resist.
“I do like your house very much,” said Vivien, as they walked away together.
“You don’t think it’s a vulgar, bourgeois house?” he smiled.
“You should see Blane,” said Vivien. “If you want vulgarity.”
“Perhaps I shall.”
“I hope so. Now, who are all these people? I have been trying to put names to faces, but not with much success.”
“They can wait,” answered Miles. “I want to show you something more important.”
“More important than your party members?” laughed Vivien.
“Well, as important, perhaps,” he qualified.
“You are so calm. With such a great speech to make tonight. Miss Cato said that you are expecting over a thousand at the Town Hall.”
“The Town Hall does not frighten me. It isn’t like Westminster. The crowds here believe in you. They will not pick at your every remark. They want to hear you speak, whereas in the Commons they want to speak themselves, no matter how irrelevant it might be.”
“I am looking forward to it. I’ve never been to such a thing before.”
“It won’t be your last time, I’m sure. You are a political animal, Miss Buchanan. I never saw anyone better suited to the life.”
“A shame I’m not a man then,” said Vivien, “then I should stand for the House myself.”
“No, that would be a waste. We members are just the gold braid on the uniform – no, the fog-horn on the ship. We shout, we rant, we make a noise – we are very audible, but we are not the substance of the party. It is all the quiet, diligent workers who achieve the most. They are the ones who persuade a man to use his vote prudently.”
“Your bees,” said Vivien.
“Exactly. Now, are you dressed for a fifty-yard hop in the garden? I shouldn’t want to be responsible for a relapse.”
“I’m perfectly all right. Besides, it is terribly mild today.”
“Good,” he said, pushing open a door.
“It’s disgraceful of us,” she declared, as they walked out. “You should be with your guests.”
“You are my guest, Vivien,” he answered. “Now, come along and see my treasure house.”
“Now, that does sound like Birmingham swank,” she said.
He laughed deeply at this and, shaking his head, said, “You are an incorrigible child. I don’t know what I am going to do with you.”
This remark she did not resent in the least. “Show me your treasure then.”
“Here it is.”
“A hothouse?”
“Inside, my dear,” he said, opening the door. “This is my real study. I have all my best notions in here.”
She stepped inside to be enfolded suddenly by a wave of strong but humid heat, slightly unpleasant to feel despite the brisk air outside. She looked around her. If she had expected a conventional winter garden with potted palms and cast-iron furniture she would have been mistaken. The impression this place gave, despite all the lush foliage and the occasional dazzle of pale petals, was essentially workmanlike. In fact, it was an orchid factory. Nothing was there simply for show or for sentiment, but for some practical purpose. It was a strange sight, to see the exotic, decadent, sensual orchid so organised and arranged, precisely labelled, its air and light carefully regulated by vents and fans and blinds.
“Well?” he asked her, as she walked around looking at it all.
He was like a child seeking approval and it made her smile. She could not imagine that he often showed that face. Indeed, she realised that this sudden transparency of his was the greatest compliment he had yet paid her. It showed he felt he could be himself with her – it was as if he had sloughed off his coat and waistcoat.
“Well…” she began, and reached out and touched a petal with her gloved fingertip. The beads of water delicately rolled away. “It’s…” but she found she could not speak. The usual fund of talk had dried up. Usually she found it so easy to talk to him, yet now she was suddenly tongue-tied and confused, very confused. She turned and stared up at him, as little knowing what to think as what to say. They had been alone together before, but the atmosphere was suddenly peculiar and significant. The air was not only humid but electric.
“My dear,” he said gently. He reached out and brushed her cheek with his fingers, almost imperceptibly. “Is this all going too fast for you?” She blinked and shivered a little. How had he known what she was thinking? “If it is, you must forgive me,” he went on. “It’s simply that I can’t help myself,” and then he too fell silent. He looked away, indeed moved away. “Yes, you’ll have to forgive me, Vivien. It’s been a great many years for me. I never expected anything like this to happen you see… and yet…”
“Here we are,” said Vivien. “Here we are, aren’t we?”
“You see, I don’t want to rush you,” he said. His back was to her now, and he was walking deliberately along the path between the raised beds of plants as if trying to put some distance between them. “God knows, it’s hard enough for a woman to choose a husband at the best of times, and to ask a girl of your age even to contemplate a life with a man twice her age seems an absurdity.” He stopped and leant on one of the benches, his arms stretched out, his head bent. “But I am afraid I shall have to do it. Feelings such as these – it simply isn’t wise to ignore them, is it?” he added, half turning back to her. “How bewildered you look,” he said. “I can hardly be surprised by that. It is always a shock to discover the private ineptness of a public man.”
“Are you asking me to be your wife, Miles?” she managed to say after a moment.
“Yes, but, please, Vivien, it is only a question as yet. I don’t expect an answer at once. Indeed I shouldn’t want one. I want you to go away and think long and hard about it.”
“What if I know my mind already?” she could not help saying.
“You don’t,” he said.
“How do you know that?” she asked.
“Because,” he said, walking a little way back to her, “I can see the confusion in your face.”
“People read me like a book.”
“Your honesty is very beautiful. It’s one of things I love about you,” he said simply.
“Oh dear God!” she couldn’t help exclaiming, and, embarrassed, she covered her mouth with her hands.
“I’ve shocked you, haven’t I?” he said. “If I were less selfish, I would have done nothing, but I couldn’t stop myself. You are too important to me for that. But I shall manage to be selfless enough to give you time to think. I don’t want a trite quick answer. Marriage is too grave an undertaking for that.”
“You’re right,” she said. “You know I am going to Italy with my brother, for the spring.”
“Yes. That is why I asked you today. That will be the best way for you to decide. Perhaps you will let me write to you, though?”
“Of course,” she said. “I should like nothing better.”
“Good,” he smiled. “Now, you had better go back to the house or you will be thoroughly compromised.”
“Miles…” she began, feeling she must say something, but he put a finger to her lips and said, “No words now. Go and find yourself some tea and some good talk.”
***
The rest of the day passed in a daze for Vivien, but to her surprise she found she was animated enough. In fact, she hardly had a moment to begin to think about what Miles had asked her until she was sitting on the platform in Birmingham Town Hall with the Cato womenfolk. Then she understood the wisdom of his injunction. It was a great deal for her to think about. It was the first time she had seriously thought about the practical implications of marriage. How strange that was: all her life her mother had spoken of marriage as her only possible goal, and now, when confronted with the real possibility of it, she had hardly considered what marriage meant. She had thought of love, of course, in that unfocused, hazy way of a girl, but she had been unable to connect it with the business of getting married. What she had felt for Rory, that terrible, burning longing that seemed to stick in her throat like a piece of dry bread, had been a quiet, continual irritant for which there could be no balm. There had never been the remotest possibility of those feelings being reciprocated. The question of marriage had never come into it. But here was Miles Cato, a god descending from the clouds, telling her he loved her and that he wanted her for his wife. Thank God, I don’t have to say at once, she thought, masking her confusion with polite smiles as Lucy Cato pointed out various Birmingham worthies on the platform.
She watched as Miles got up to thunderous applause and went to the lectern to begin his speech. He rested his hands squarely on it, and looked over the crowd. His gaze had such authority that the crowd fell wonderfully silent. Their expectation filled the air with electricity, and Vivien, despite all her best efforts, could not manage to be objective. She knew Miles wanted her to be – but how could she be when she saw him there, silencing a crowd with only a glance, filling the place with his charismatic power, like some latter-day Napoleon?
And then he began to speak on the Irish question, never an easy subject for any politician, but Vivien did not think she had ever heard such good sense spoken on the matter before.
“I believe,” he declared, “above all in maintaining the unity of this nation, but I do not believe in clinging to a system of government which, in a substantial part of this country, breeds bleeding sores of injustice. The solution for Ireland is not to cast it adrift, but to govern it as part of the United Kingdom: that is, capably, justly and wisely. Ireland must be made prosperous, its people secure on its land. They must not be threatened with eviction and emigration, the curses of absent landlords. Land is the key to peace in Ireland, and nothing but the most radical of schemes will turn that key in the lock. The old families, who dance in London on rents that their tenants can scarce afford, will not like what I propose, but any sensible, patriotic man will see that their sacrifice will be for the greater good of mankind. Ireland must not be starved for the sake of a way of life that is fast becoming obsolete.”
There were cheers at that, and Vivien could not help thinking of Freddy’s large estate in County Antrim which he did not reckon to visit more than every other year. “It rains too much,” he had said. Even Leonora had looked quietly shocked at that. Absenteeism was a unknown thing to the Buchanans. They had always clung to Blane as if it were the last rock in a rising ocean.
“We must invest in Ireland,” Miles went on. “We must develop her industries through the involvement of the State. We must drain that famous boggy land and make it good, we must extend the railway to every distant village, and most importantly, we must buy land and hold land for the people. An Ireland free of landlords, with its land held by local elected authorities, would be a just Ireland. The local authority would lease land out to the tenants, who would be given real security on their land. The local authority would be able to prevent the ruinous subdivision of properties and secure proper use of that land which is of course in the interest of the whole community. Where there is a mass of people on the land, the local authority would be empowered to rearrange and re-allocate small-holdings so that each family has adequate land upon which to live. And most importantly, the cripplingly high rents which are causing such distress at present would be reduced at once and strictly controlled in the future. This would be justice for Ireland – even for the landlords, for there would be adequate compensation for their losses. This would be an end to exploitation on the one hand and bitter resentment on the other. The people of Ireland would know that the holders of their land held it in trust for them and not for their own private gain. This, to steal a phrase from the opposition, is the way to pacify Ireland!”
Like the rest of the hall, Vivien found she was on her feet and cheering. She could not help herself, despite the quiet, amused smile of Edith Cato who sat beside her. I must look like a girl in love, she thought, unable to stop herself clapping and smiling. And then, when he turned to acknowledge the applause of those behind him on the platform, and he smiled, it seemed, expressly at her, she stared at that clever handsome face and thought, “Am I in love with him? Am I really? Enough to marry him?” and she thanked heaven again that he did not want his answer at once.
Chapter 29
The arrival of the post in Venice was not a regular thing. It seemed to appear at odd times of day with no rhyme or reason to it, making a precious letter seem doubly so by its sudden appearance. That morning it arrived as Isobel was sitting out in the courtyard, enjoying a first burst of spring sunshine. Half of her was mentally choosing plants for the large terracotta pots which decorated the courtyard, while the other was wondering if that two-month absence of her period meant what she hoped it meant. It might be a false alarm, of course, so she had decided to say nothing to John until she was certain. But it was not enough to stop her dreaming of the possibility, to stop her thinking that the vague nausea she had felt on getting out of bed was the first sign of morning sickness.
Giovanni brought out her letters and a pot of lime-flower tea, and she was left again in her happy solitude. John was inside, buried amongst his papers, hard at work on Carpaccio. He hoped to have the monograph finished by the end of the year, and then, having found such a taste for the work, planned to launch himself on Bellini. When that might be finished he could not guess, but Isobel half suspected they would be counting grey hairs when it was.
One of the letters, a plump, one, was clearly from Vivien; oddly postmarked ‘Birmingham’, she noticed. The other was from Edinburgh, addressed in a very handsome script which she appreciated, having taught herself calligraphy. This she opened first, glancing at the foot of it to see who had sent it. “Respectfully yours, Jas. Henderson”, she read, and smiled, pleased that he should think of writing.
“My dear Miss Buchanan,” he began, “I hope you do not mind me writing to you” – he clearly knew nothing of the voluntary exile’s love of letters from home – “after such an interval of time. The truth is, I shall be in Venice in March, and hope I shall have your permission to call on you and Mr Cameron. It would be very pleasant to see you both again, especially when our acquaintance was so abruptly terminated, and perhaps you might be able to help me, as residents of Venice, in the work I have been sent to do. Henry Brodie, the publisher in Edinburgh, has commissioned me to make a series of wood engravings to illustrate a new art guidebook on Venice. I think he is quite rash setting me to the work, when I have never seen the place – and to be frank, I am rather afraid of failure. It would mean a great deal to me, an untried traveller, to see a friendly Scots face in a strange city. If it might be possible for me to come and see you, I should be extremely grateful.”
She put down the letter, vaguely amused but also touched by its awkward, formal style; his fluency clearly was not in words, but in paint and in flowing lines. She sensed it had been a letter much agonised over, probably written out in rough before he made a fair copy, unlike Vivien’s which as she pulled it from the envelope she could see at once had been dashed off in a moment. “Rea Bank House, Warwickshire’ was neatly embossed at the top, and then, beneath, Vivien had written in dramatic capitals, “MIDNIGHT!”
“Dearest Bel, I had to write to someone and I could only think of you. The most extraordinary things are happening to me, the world is turning upside down, and I feel so startled by it all, like an animal caught before the hunters, who just stands frozen to the spot with sheer terror of the unknown. This afternoon, Miles Cato asked me to marry him. It is all so extraordinary that he should even have noticed me, let alone fallen in love, but he says he has, and I can believe him – I can see it in his eyes when he looks at me. I feel so many things that nothing is clear; I’m touched, I’m frightened, I’m ecstatic in turns. I have suddenly been given a view of my future that I have never imagined for myself. I never thought of a political marriage – we never did, did we? The Buchanans are not a political family – I suppose because Blane is kingdom enough for any soul with a mind to government – it is a nation within itself. The rest of Britain never mattered. But Miles Cato sees the world as a place to govern, to organise, to reform. He would sweep his arm across a crowded desk and clear it of all the corruption and wastefulness that makes so much misery for so many. He has many enemies because he always speaks plainly, but his supporters would lay down their lives for him. I think I could do that too. I never met a man more capable of changing things. And it isn’t just rhetoric: he does as he speaks – that is the thing which really astonishes me. You should see what he has done to this city when he was mayor; pragmatic, wonderful things, like drains and lighting, and schools and swimming baths and decent houses and fair rents. What would happen if he were to form a government? The mind can only wonder and hope for it. And he wants me to help him, Isobel, to help him! I can’t credit it yet. The words keep rushing around my head and I can’t do the question justice. But he’s told me he doesn’t want an answer yet. I’m to go to Italy as planned and think about it. I shall be glad to see you, Isobel. I need to talk – and I can’t talk to Leo. She can only think I might be marrying a future Prime Minister. I know she would think I should jump at such an offer. But I never sought such a thing, so I am utterly unprepared. But I am stirred up, I can’t deny that.
I am sure Mama and Papa will not like it, whatever the outcome. Miles has plenty of money, of course, and the manners of a diplomat (even Freddy allows that he is a gentleman!) but they are not going to be pleased with Birmingham, and screw-making and radical politics. But I know now, thanks to your bravery, that I don’t have to listen to them.
Hugh and I will be arriving in Venice on the 15th March. We have told Mama and Papa that we have taken rooms in a pensione – indeed we are being thoroughly duplicitous. Leonora is quite disgusted with us, but I think she will keep quiet. Anyway, what can she do? I cannot imagine what Italy is going to do to Hugh and me. Have you come across the latest Gissing novel: "The Emancipated"? It’s a splendid thing – Miles brought it to me when I was getting over my cold. It’s all about a group of English tourists in the South of Italy. I’m sure you would be very amused by it. Leo, of course, wasn’t sure I should be reading such a thing at all. She takes her role as a married chaperone very seriously, as you might imagine, and had heard mutterings in various drawing rooms that Gissing was in fact rather improper! But no one who has any sense will try and censor what I read.
I must finish this frenzied epic now, and get to bed. I have an early train to catch back up to town. I shan’t imagine I will get much sleep though!
All my love to you both, Vivien.”
To her signature she had added a flourish, and Isobel could not help thinking: the girl is head over heels in love with him, and wished her sister had enclosed a photograph of Miles Cato. It was all rather intriguing, and she decided it was such a piece of news that she could not wait until luncheon to tell John.
She found him sitting at his desk as she expected, but he wasn’t deep in some book. Rather, he seemed to be staring into space, and seeing her come in he said, “There must be something in the air.”
“What?” she said.
“I’ve just had some rather shocking news,” he said.
“It’s nothing very bad, my love, I hope?” asked Isobel, quickly going to his side.
“Not for us,” he answered with a sigh. “Hester’s dead.”
“Oh,” she said, flatly.
“Yes, it’s hard to believe, isn’t it?” he continued, picking up the black edged letter. “She was thrown off a horse – she was hunting. She always did like dangerous horses. It hardly seems fair.”
“But she was so unkind to you, John.”
“That’s all in the past. We’ve been so happy, and what has she had? A quick death from a broken neck in a muddy field. If only she could have countenanced a divorce.”
“You’re not being the least logical,” protested Isobel. “That wouldn’t have stopped it.”
“No, of course not. I can’t help thinking it’s my fault somehow – I wanted to be rid of her, and now I am. It seems all wrong to get one’s liberty like that.”
“Oh you are nothing but an old Scots Presbyterian, John, feeling guilty about everything. How do you know she wasn’t happy when she died? Sportsmen always say they would like to go pursuing their passion.”
“I suppose there might be something in that. I know she would have hated to grow old.”
“So promise me you won’t feel guilty about it?”
“It’s just the surprise of it, I think. The strangeness of that chapter of my life being finished at last, when I am so much into a fresh one.”
“Will you have to go back and see to things?”
“No, her lover, Major What’s-his-name, can bury her. It isn’t right I should usurp him there. And my solicitor can deal with the rest. Unless you want to go back.”
“Why should I?”
“As a new bride?” he said, getting up and putting his arms round her waist. “There’s nothing to stop us getting the blessing of Church and State, is there?”
“It almost feels we don’t need it,” she said. “You are my husband, you always have been.”
“But perhaps we should.”
“Yes,” said Isobel, thinking for a moment. “Perhaps. There are other people to be considered, aren’t there? Oh, John, I wasn’t going to say anything, and perhaps I shouldn’t now – you’ve had enough shocks this morning.”
“You cannot go coy on me, after a speech like that, Isobel,” he laughed, and kissed her cheek. “What are you going to tell me that will shock me so?”
“I think I am expecting a child,” she said. “I’m not certain yet, but – ”
He did not let her say anything more, for she was silenced by a kiss on the lips and the affectionate grip of his arms about her.
***
“The thing is,” said Jim, struggling to fold a shirt, “I can’t really believe I am going. I’ve been dreaming of this for so long, I was beginning to think Italy only exists in my dreams.”
“Oh, it exists all right,” said Rory, hoping he managed to conceal the note of jealousy in his voice. “Although it manages to be so beautiful that you don’t quite believe it when you see it. I had to be dragged back to Cambridge kicking and screaming. I could have stayed there the rest of my life.”
“It’s a shame you can’t come,” said Jim.
“It can’t be helped. Mary would think it complete insanity if I threw up my job with Brodie now, even if I’d arranged an audience with the Holy Father himself for her. I couldn’t do it to her. She’s so damn happy now, polishing the silver and being domestic. She’s like a child playing with a doll’s house.”
“And you?” Jim said, glancing at him.
“Don’t waste your worry on me, for God’s sake, Jim,” said Rory. “I’m all right. It just takes a little getting used to, being married.”
“Having to sit at home while she knits baby clothes, eh, instead of roistering round the howffs of the Old Town?”
“It does seem quiet, at times,” he admitted.
“Do you think I’ll need this?” said Jim, holding up his tailcoat.
“Better take it, just in case. All those letters of introduction Sir William Grant has promised you…”
“Yes,” said Jim. “I’m supposed to call on him tonight.”
“Can I come with you?” said Rory. “You did promise to present me to him.”
“I know, I know!” laughed Jim. “I would have done earlier, but he hasn’t been in town for about a year. I think he has had some family troubles.”
“Then can I come with you now? You’re leaving tomorrow, and I might never have the chance again.”
“I’m no’ going to Italy to die.”
“I don’t know,” said Rory. “I almost feel I am losing you, Jim. I know it. Paris will discover you or Whistler will adopt you, and Edinburgh, let alone London, will never see you again.”
“Don’t be ridiculous, man,” said Jim.
“In fact,” Rory went on, “I expect to see you next driving down the Bois, with some stunning Frenchwoman who has begged to marry the greatest living artist. And I shall have to stand in the gutter and raise my cap to you. I shall be too afraid to approach you – ”
“If you don’t shut up, I won’t take you to Sir William.”
“But don’t you want to be discovered, Jim? You’re good, so damn good, you deserve to be.”
“Not if I have to wear silk hats and act like a fool,” said Jim. “That’s not my style, is it?”
“I’m relieved to hear it. So where will I find you? In some seedy estaminet, reeking of absinthe?”
“Back in Edinburgh, I promise you, if I’ve anything to do with it.”
“How can you say that when you haven’t seen Venice yet?”
“I know it in my bones. I was born here. I’ll be buried here. Now, shall we get along to Moray Place?”
Sir William Grant was no disappointment. A tall, scraggy man with wild hair and beard, he seemed genuinely hospitable. In fact they were not the only callers. In the first-floor studio, a room which might once have been a respectable drawing room, they found an interesting collection of people, drinking large quantities of excellent claret. Jim was greeted by Sir William like a long-lost son, and handed a wad of letters to help him through Europe, while a noisy argument soon began as to which sights in Italy were indispensable, and which overdone.
“I wouldn’t bother with Italy,” said a slightly inebriated man called Hector MacDonald, whose name Rory recognised as that of a rather self-indulgent poet of the decadent school. “It is too full of damned English spinsters. Spain is the place to go, Henderson – it is a wild, raw place, full of terrible superstition.”
“You don’t need to go to Spain for that,” declared Rory. “A walk down the Cowgate is quite sufficient.”
MacDonald gave him an interested look and indicated that Rory was to sit down beside him.
“And who are you?” he said.
“Faulkner,” said Rory. “I edit the Candlemaker Review.”
“Oh, so you are responsible for that rag? A brave attempt, but I wonder that an Englishman can seriously edit an Edinburgh literary magazine.”
“I like to be impertinent,” said Rory, not put out. “But I am more Scots than you might imagine. My mother is a Buchanan of Blane.”
“My God, the philistine gentry too! What disadvantages you labour against, my boy. Have some more of Grant’s superb claret. I wish I could afford such stuff.”
“So do I,” said Rory, drinking deeply.
The evening passed in a flash, the talk getting wilder and better, spirits succeeding the wine. Rory felt comfortable for the first time in weeks. His mind was singing, riding on a tide of pure intellectual argument.
“I’m going home now,” said Jim, coming up to him. “It’s past one, and I’ve an early train to catch.”
“Past one?” said Rory. “God, how did that happen?”
“You’ll be in trouble with Mary for this,” warned Jim.
“I suppose so,” said Rory, but he was so happy and so drunk he did not really care.
“You must call again, Faulkner,” said Sir William, crowning his happiness. “We were all very amused by your talk.”
“I will, thank you very much.”
“Good luck, Henderson,” said Grant. “I’m sure Italy will change the way you see. It did for me. It’s best to go abroad late. The men who go and study in Paris at seventeen learn nothing except glib facility, and come to nothing.”
Jim and Rory walked as far as Candlemaker Row together, and then parted, with promises to write and a certain amount of quiet regret, ill expressed by both of them.
As he walked on alone across the Meadows, Rory tried to come to terms with the fact that he would not see his friend for at least six months. They had been so close for almost two years, and now their ways had parted. Jim had been more than a friend – he had been counsellor, conscience, and saviour on numerous occasions and Rory was not sure how he would manage without him. Now, he had the responsibilities of looking after not only himself, but his wife and that child, who was no longer a hypothetical possibility, but a tangible swelling lump in Mary’s stomach.
He climbed upstairs to their first-floor flat and unlocked the door as quietly as could, hoping Mary would be fast asleep. But the light coming through the glass above the living-room door showed that she was not.
“Rory is that you?” In a moment she had bolted through it and into his arms. “Oh, where have you been? I’ve been worried to death.”
He held her for a moment, enjoying the warmth of the yielding body pressed against him. Perhaps tonight she would relent and let him make love to her. Gently he tilted up her chin and kissed her on the lips. But the kiss lasted only a moment, for she wrinkled up her nose and moved away from him.
“You’ve been drinking,” she said. For a moment he expected an explosion of temper, but instead she bit her lip and turned back into the living-room. He could still sense her anger but also her forcible control over it. “I’ll make you a bit of supper then,” she went on, going into the scullery. “A bit of soup.” He propped himself against the door frame while she busied herself with pots and plates.
After some minutes of this, he exclaimed, “Why don’t you get angry with me, for God’s sake – you’ve every right to!” She was silent still. “Why not? What are you afraid of? I’m not going to hit you, Mary, am I?” Still there was no reaction, and he followed her from the scullery to the living-room fireside, and stood over her while she set the soup pan on the range. “What has happened to you? Ever since we married you’ve been like dead flesh. Did that nonsense with the priest knock the soul out of you? Where’s all that passion, Mary? Where the devil is that spark I fell in love with?”
“Now, listen here, Rory Faulkner,” she said, in a steely cold whisper. “When we were married I made a promise to Our Lady that I would be a good wife.”
“I don’t want your notion of a bloody good wife, Mary. I want you as you were. That’s what I love – not this travesty of yourself.”
“It doesn’t matter what you want,” she retorted. “It matters what’s right. I have to do this, for your sake as much as mine. The Father said the best way I could convert you was by example.”
Suddenly Rory, who would usually have argued such a point until the blood flowed, felt his will evaporate. An awful melancholy flooded over him, and he looked about the room, staring at it like a captured animal looking at the bars of his cage, and understanding their true nature for the first time. He had never felt so hopeless in his life before, and he found himself weeping like a child, unable to stem the tide of absolute despair which swept across him. Hardly able to stand, he fell into his father’s old chair, and then seeing the familiar curve of its carved arms, could only cry despite himself. He had always been warned – even his friends, in the kindest, gentlest ways had warned him, and had he ever listened?
“Rory, Rory love, don’t cry,” said Mary, falling to her knees beside him. She grabbed his hands and kissed them. “I can’t bear to see a man cry. If only you’d believe a bit, love, you’d find it helps. You wouldn’t make yourself miserable then. Why don’t you try, please?”
Now it was his turn to push her away.
Chapter 30
Vivien and Hugh had hardly expected to arrive in Venice in time to be witnesses at their sister’s wedding, but here they were, along with Jim Henderson, sucked into a rather unusual Venetian wedding party. It was not like any wedding Vivien had attended before – it was characterised by a great deal of cheerful noise and informality, such as would not have been permitted at a wedding in Britain. Even the staid surroundings of the British Consul’s office, with its picture of the Queen and the Royal Family, could not depress the atmosphere, largely created by Isobel and John’s cosmopolitan friends. Even Mr Edgar, the consul, seemed inclined to amusement, and after the ceremony Vivien heard him tell Isobel rather earnestly how very glad he was, as now he could call at Casa Cameron with Mrs Edgar – “and she has been so looking forward to meeting you, my dear.” Vivien wondered if her own family would be as happy to let bygones be bygones. The air of Venice was refreshingly tolerant.
After the ceremony they made their way in a flotilla of gondolas, all decorated with ribbons and flowers as was the custom in Venice, to the Palazzo Benedocci on the Grand Canal, where the Conte and Contessa Benedocci had insisted upon throwing a wedding breakfast for their friends. Inside the palazzo, against a mural of disporting cupids, John and Isobel stood and received their guests, while Vivien, so awash with the beauty of it all, felt she might drown in the sensation. Venice was everything it had promised to be and more – and she saw Jim staring, as she must be, and realised he must be feeling the same. It was fortunate, really, and she hoped that in all this wonder he would find no time to think of the past and its disappointments.
A servant approached and she took a slender, impossibly delicate glass of some pale sparkling wine. She noticed that Jim was deep in talk with Maurice Auberon, the painter whom she had met the previous day. He caught her eye, and with a gallant gesture such as only a Frenchman could make he bade her join them.
“You look, Mademoiselle,” he said, “if you don’t mind me saying so, a little out of your depth.”
“It is all so…” she began, and broke off.
“Aye,” said Jim, nodding.
“We often imagine beauty,” said Auberon, “but only in Venice do we have the chance to live beauty.”
“Some might say that was bad for you,” argued Jim.
“You are a follower of John Knox?” asked Auberon.
“God, no – but I’d say there was a bit of his dourness in every Scotsman – don’t you think so, Vivien?” asked Jim, reaching out for another glass of wine.
“Perhaps,” replied Vivien, looking at Isobel. There was nothing dour about the sight of her, for she was laughing in such a way as she would only have laughed in Blane in the privacy of the old schoolroom. Their mother had always drilled into them the fact that it was wrong for a woman to laugh excessively in a public place. In fact, the Isobel of Blane, the Isobel she had always known, seemed a shadow, compared to this tall, poised woman, dressed so exotically in a loose silk brocade gown, the colour of mother-of-pearl. How distant all this was from when they had sat in their pinafores around the nursery fire, dreaming of what the future might hold for them. They would never, in all their wildest flights of fancy, have been able to predict such a moment as this.
And then a lovely Nordic girl, her hair the colour of bleached corn, announced in a pretty broken accent that she would sing a madrigal by Monteverdi, naturally on the subject of marriage. She began to sing, and Vivien, who had been expecting some florid drawing room piece from the latest composer, found herself startled again. The music, so ancient and clear in its lines, made her shiver at its strangeness. In fact she felt almost weak at it all, slaughtered by such perfection. She slipped over to an open window, and turned to look out over the canal. In a moment she found Jim was standing beside her.
For some moments, after the music had stopped, they stood together still in silence, watching the boats passing below them, and digesting what they had heard. Then he smiled at her and said, “It’s a shame Rory was no here to hear that lass sing. He would have died for such a voice!”
“Could he not come with you? I thought you were inseparable,” she said.
“With a wife and a bairn on the way, I don’t think so,” answered Jim.
“What?” said Vivien. She found the word came out as a startled squeak.
Jim stared at her for a moment. “Oh,” he sighed, “did you not know?” She shook her head, and looked away, staring carefully at the Gothic windows of the building opposite. But she could hardly focus on them.
“I’m sorry,” said Jim. “That was no way for you to hear of it.”
“It isn’t your fault,” she said quickly. “Of course, you would think I would know. Perhaps I should have seen it in The Times, but I never touch the Court Pages.”
“I don’t think so,” said Jim. “It was hardly a match to trumpet about. She’s a sweet lass but…” He broke off. “Oh, I’m sorry, Vivien. I know what he means to you.”
“What does he mean to me?” she thought. “What does he mean to me now?” She could not deny the sharp pain this revelation had brought her, but was it not from shock as much as anything? To think of Rory married was to think of the North wind bottled up in a common jar. It seemed a terrible dereliction to think of him caught up in some sweet domesticity.
“Who is his wife?” she asked tentatively.
“A girl from Dublin – her name’s Mary.”
“An Irish girl,” and then she couldn’t help adding with a touch of sharpness in her voice, “I suppose they had a nice Catholic wedding then.”
“As a matter of fact…“ began Jim, and then, seeing her glower, said, “Don’t let it trouble you, Vivien.”
“How can I help it? Doesn’t it bother you?”
“He did what he had to do,” said Jim simply. “And as I said, she’s a sweet lass.”
“You said, I think, ‘she’s a sweet lass, but,’ didn’t you? You don’t think he is happy, do you?”
“He’s happy enough given the circumstances.”
“Do you mean that he had to marry her, that he got her into trouble?” There was a touch of contempt in her voice that she could not conceal.
“You’re very hard,” said Jim. “I’m surprised at you. I thought you would understand.”
“I know I should,” replied Vivien. “But I can’t – not this. It seems such a damned waste. What will he do with himself now? Stuck in obscurity with a wife he didn’t really want and a troop of children before he knows what he has done. What is the point of that for him? Yes, I know that might suit a thousand ordinary men – but not Rory. He’s a brilliant exception – and such souls should not throw themselves away like that. It makes me angry – and it irks you too, I can tell.”
“Aye, but it doesn’t do to say it. A man must choose his own path. You cannot tell people how to live. You can only do that by your own example.”
“Yes, I know…” She drained her glass. “It’s just that when you have loved a person, well, you feel you have a right to them, even when…”
“Even when you don’t love them any more?” asked Jim gently. She nodded. “I guessed as much. You took the news better than you would have done last year.”
“Things change,” she said.
“Have you met someone else?”
“Oh Jim, I am sorry,” she said. “This isn’t at all fair to you.”
“It doesn’t matter, Vivien. As you said, things change. That time, it was just a piece of daftness with me. I wasn’t thinking straight. We are better just friends, aren’t we? When you look at yon two lovers,” he said, turning back into the room and stretching out his hand towards John and Isobel, “you can see what there should be between a man and a woman. There was nothing of that between us – and nothing between you and Rory.”
“No,” she admitted.
“So who is this fellow you’ve met? Remember I said you would.”
“Miles Cato,” she said simply. “He’s asked me to marry him.”
Jim exhaled audibly. “Well,” he said, after a moment, “I suppose that shouldn’t really surprise anyone. A lass like yourself…”
“It was a surprise to me, believe me! Such a great, clever man…”
“So will you marry him?”
“I don’t know yet. That’s why I’ve come to Italy, to make up my mind.”
“Good luck to you then,” he smiled, and squeezed her hand in a reassuring manner.
“Ah, here you are,” said Isobel, coming over to them. “Skulking in a corner. Are you frightened of us? We need you now, I’m afraid. Hugh and I have been trying to explain to the Contessa what real Scots dancing is like, but I think only a demonstration will do. Could you bear to make up a set for an eightsome reel? I think we should try and do it. I won’t feel married if we don’t all dance a reel or two.”
“Of course, Mrs Cameron,” said Jim, gallantly, and offered his arm to Vivien.
***
A week or so later, Vivien found herself alone on a Tuscan hillside. She had tied up the little roan mare that John had got for her to ride, and was setting up her tripod, intending to take a plate of a distant hill town. But although the scene was wonderful, and the light perfect, she found she had little heart for it, and sat down instead on the edge of field full of spring green corn. She opened her water flask and took a deep drink, and then noticed, sticking from the corner of her camera bag, the pale cream envelope which contained Miles’ latest letter. She had read it before, of course, but it was irresistible to her and she reached out and opened it again. Folded in the sturdy pages of House of Commons paper (it had been written at one in the morning, in the Library there) was a photograph, the first he had given her. On the back he had written in pencil: “Sir Benjamin Stone gave this to me. He is recording every occupant of the House from the Leader of the Commons to the pantry boys. I thought it might amuse you.”
“No wonder I haven’t the heart to take pictures,” she said, looking at it again. It was a superb photograph, which in its black and white brevity said everything about Miles Cato. He was standing on the steps in front of the gates to the Commons, but only seemed as if he would wait there a moment. His coat tails had been caught up in the breeze, like some piece of baroque drapery, as if he were about to dash away, as if he could never be still. His face did not wear a careless political smile, but that expression of interested concentration, as if he were thinking hard and about to make some brilliant reply.
It struck her then that this picture had more reality to it than all the rolling hills of Italy which seemed spread out ahead of her. Yes, it was a beautiful sight, but she did not belong there. It wasn’t right for her to be taking landscapes of distant churches and cypresses. There was no point to it. It was not like her work in the East End. Those had been the best things she had ever done, and she wanted to do more suddenly. She wanted to be back in London, despite all the pleasure of seeing Isobel again, she wanted to be back in London doing things, and most of all, helping Miles. It would be so easy to waste one’s life and yet she had been given a wonderful chance. Miles was no country squire who would only want her to run the household and produce children; he would want her to help in his work.
“Yes,” she said, looking at the photograph. Having said it she found she sighed with relief, and then the exhilaration of the moment washed over her. She was suddenly wonderfully happy, and shivering with excitement at the thought of it all. She lay flat on her back, and laughed at the sky, clutching the photograph against her. “Yes,” she said again, or rather shouted it, “Yes, I will do it!”
Chapter 31
“I wonder if we shouldn’t have some more claret,” said Henry Brodie. “It is Saturday, after all.”
“Only if you don’t expect me back in the office this afternoon,” said Rory.
“No, I don’t,” replied Brodie, summoning a waiter. “You deserve a little indulgence, Faulkner – you’ve been working very hard. I’ve been most impressed. In fact, that’s really why I’ve invited you here. I think we need to discuss the future a little, don’t you?”
“Do we?” asked Rory.
“Well, you certainly have your future to think of. You’re a married man with a child on the way. You can’t expect to remain as my factotum for the rest of your working life. Do you have any plans?”
Rory stared at the remains of his mutton chops and peas, and thought for a moment.
“Well,” he began but could not go on. That old aversion to talk of plans had stopped his tongue and he found himself looking blankly at Brodie, hoping the claret would arrive soon.
“You are a strange soul, Faulkner,” said Brodie. “Most young men of your station and ability have an excess of ambition; they want to be senior partners, or Lord Provosts, or judges, or professors. Aren’t there any laurels you wish to reach for?”
“I don’t really care for such consequence. It makes men generally too full of themselves:
“If I didn’t know you better, I should think you a paragon on hearing that.”
Rory could not help laughing and said, “Yes, I know I am a hopeless case in this respect. I’m quite happy as I am. I like the work and I am not starving. Has a man a right to ask for anything more?”
“Yes, when he’s wasting himself. I hate to say it, when you’ve been so useful to me, but I cannot help thinking you need something more demanding.”
“Do you want rid of me?”
“Of course not. In fact I was thinking of making you my junior partner, if you can find the capital of course. I’ve no sons of my own – so the business is going to go out of the family.”
Rory leant back in his chair and tried to imagine such a scenario. In twenty years it might mean he would be like Brodie; shrewd, affable, entirely respectable, living in a sturdy villa in Grange or Inverleith, with a clutch of children and a certain solidity of character. Mary would love all that, he thought; she’d love having housemaids to lord it over and a proper drawing room to entertain the Monsignor.
“I don’t think I could do it,” he found himself saying, appalled at the prospect.
“There’s no question of your ability. You’ve already increased business – your penny readers have been a great success. Our minister was only telling me last Sunday that he found them a great addition to the usual tracts. They are selling extremely well. If you became a partner, you would be able to pursue those sort of ideas. We have to compete now with the London firms, and to be frank, I need a man with vision, which you seem to have in abundance.”
“I could never find the capital,” said Rory, hoping to let Brodie down gently that way. He did not wish to say what he really thought of the idea. Just the thought of competition with London rather disgusted him; that was not why he had cajoled Brodie to produce a series of classics in cheap, but well-printed editions. He had wanted to let everyone afford them, to take Milton and Donne down from the leather-bound pomposity of gentlemen’s libraries and into the pockets of working men. To think of a minister handing them out with tracts was dreadful.
“You have connections, don’t you?” said Brodie.
“I don’t care to use them.”
“Your people should help you. You shouldn’t be so proud.”
“It isn’t a question of pride, believe me,” said Rory. “I have burnt my boats pretty thoroughly.”
“Well, I am sure there are people I know who would be obliging in the way of a loan.”
“No, thank you,” Rory interrupted. “I really don’t think –”
“You can’t decide this matter so quickly. I’ll let you think about it,” said Brodie and added, with a touch of gravity, “and I trust you will, very seriously.”
“Of course,” said Rory, although his soul was in very revolt at the thought of this brass-plated, respectable future.
“You want your family to be comfortable, I’m sure,” continued Brodie.
To Rory’s ears this sounded more like “You have a duty to make them comfortable.” The truth of this statement was undeniable, and, clouded over suddenly by that truth, he fell silent, the spirit of any protest knocked out of him. He had, he realised, no right to make others suffer for his own peculiar scruples. In his imagination he could see the reproachful face of his own child, a child bristling with resentment at being denied what he himself had enjoyed so carelessly. He had taken everything in life as if it were a right, rather than a privilege – his expensive education in particular. More than anything, his time at Cambridge had made him. It had unlocked his mind, changed him from a dullard son of a country squire with a passion for only ball games and hunting into what he was today. Perhaps some would say that was nothing in particular to be proud of, but he knew his mind was better for it. Cambridge had forged his mind into a knife blade; it had made him restless and angry and above all it had given him real consciousness. That, for all the pain it might bring him, was a luxury he would have liked to give to every man and which he could not deny his own child. Although he despised the systems which made it so, he knew such things came at a high price. A ten-pound-a-week clerk could never send his son to Cambridge. Even Macauley’s inadequate little private school was out of reach.
“Well, I must be getting along,” said Brodie. “Mrs Brodie is entertaining this afternoon. I shall be wanted in the drawing room.” Rory smiled lamely. “I must get her to send you and your wife a card,” he went on. “Perhaps you play lawn tennis? We’re rather keen, I’m afraid.”
So, was that what his future was to be: lawn tennis, a junior partnership, the prospect of being comfortable? Was this the price he must pay for those brief years of freedom? He had always supposed he would escape the lot of ordinary men, but what a folly that had been. The great idol of his freedom had come crashing down. That had been his only ambition: to live outside the monkey-cage of respectability, and yet he had walked quite unthinkingly into it. Now tea on the lawn and stiff collars and tame family holidays in Pitlochry and Windermere were all he could look forward to.
He walked home very gloomily, thinking how pleased Mary would be with the news. She was keen on improving their lot, on bettering herself, especially. He had caught her reading a wretched etiquette book, lapping up its dogmatic statements with all the credulous hunger of her superstitious mind. He had given her other things to read, decent things, but she had shown no interest. Even when he had tried to read Dickens and Wilkie Collins aloud to her, the simple excitement of the story had failed to catch her. She would rather be polishing, or knitting or praying.
The thought of going back to all that sickened him. There was so much in the air, so many unspoken reproaches that a strange numbing despair came over him. He could not bear to watch her own willing self-mutilation on this domestic altar. It was agony for him, mixed with rage and his own terrible desire for her. He found always that he did not dare to speak, that he could not trust himself to. It would be so easy to say or to do something unforgiveable.
Mary was sitting in the window, sewing away at some tiny garment for the baby. She looked up with surprise, and perhaps a little alarm (which depressed him) as he came in.
“Oh,” she said, putting down her sewing. “You’re early.”
“Yes, Brodie took me out to lunch and then let me off the rest of the day.”
“That’s nice,” she said, and then laughed nervously. “For a minute I thought...”
“Thought what?” he asked, sitting down opposite her.
“That you’d lost your place.”
“Hardly,” said Rory thinking of Brodie’s offer.
“Do you want a cup of tea?” she said, breaking the silence which had fallen quickly between them.
“No,” said Rory.
“Look what Mrs MacNeil brought me,” she said reaching into her work basket. She handed him an engraving, cut from the Illustrated London News. “She thought it looked like me. That is your cousin, isn’t it? The Duchess?”
The caption to the engraving read: “Society helps the orphans. Amongst the fair stall-holders at the annual fancy bazaar for the Royal Victoria Orphanage Fund were many prominent ladies. Shown above are the Duchess of Melrose and Lady St Helier at whose stall HRH the Princess of Wales graciously made several purchases.”
“Yes,” said Rory. It was Leonora all right, caught even in a bad engraving with all that terrible beauty. Her face was still an enigma to him, just as it had been in Jim’s picture, and in life indeed. He glanced at Mary, whom he had once thought more beautiful, and saw the same blank beauty, a mask hiding something which he knew he could never properly understand, never grasp for himself.
“Oh, isn’t it strange though?” she said. “I shivered when I saw it. It was like looking at myself – well, not that I’d ever have that sort of get up. That hat…” she finished admiringly.
“It has dead birds on it. How can you possibly like that?”
“Mrs MacNeil say that aigrettes are the latest thing.”
“I shouldn’t take what she says as gospel,” said Rory sourly. He had not liked Mary’s friend from the landing above when he had met her. She was a frowsy, fluttery woman with too much silly talk. He disliked her even more for bringing this reminder of Leonora into his house.
“Why don’t you tell me about her?” asked Mary. “I wonder what it’s like to be a Duchess.”
“You’ve read the novelettes, haven’t you?”
“That’s not real,” said Mary dismissively. “What’s she like, Rory? Is she nice? She looks nice, gracious like.”
“Do we have to talk about this?” said Rory, sharply.
“I was only asking.” Mary sounded offended.
At least she’s letting her temper show, thought Rory.
“Anyone can ask,” Mary went on. “Your people – I can’t help being interested, can I? I mean, they’re my people now.”
“I’d rather claim kinship with a murderer than that creature.” Rory flung away the engraving with a curt little gesture.
“Rory?” She bent to retrieve it, but he reached out and stopped her.
“It’s not a holy relic,” he said. “The fire is the best place for it.”
“Why?”
“Because I don’t want to be reminded of her, thank you!” He got up from his chair and picked up the engraving. “There,” he said, ripping it in two.
“Were you in love with her?” asked Mary, after a little pause of amazement. “Were you?”
He looked at the torn piece of paper in his hands. “No… well, I suppose…”
“You were, weren’t you?”
“It wasn’t love,” he said. “It was – she was just so beautiful, the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. No one could resist her.”
“Do you still love her?”
“No, Mary…“
“You do,” she cut in. “I know you do. Oh, this explains everything, doesn’t it? Why you’re so… so horrible these days. You’re still thinking of her, aren’t you?”
“No, no, I’m not. I promise you.” He put out his hands to her.
“I can’t believe you,” she said, retreating from him. “Oh, I should have known. You saw me, and you thought of her, didn’t you? But you could have me, and you couldn’t have her. I was cheap, wasn’t I? I bet you didn’t take liberties with her.”
“Mary, it was a long time ago. I was over her when I first saw you. I loved you far more than…”
The past tense slipped out inadvertently. “Loved?” she asked quietly. “What do you mean?”
“I do still love you, believe me,” he said. “You must.”
“How can I?” she asked. “After that. You’ve never loved me, not properly. You only loved me when I let you have me, didn’t you? Why didn’t you just go to a bloody whore instead of getting me into a mess?” She was half crying, half shouting.
“Because I love you, Mary, I do, but I can’t show it can I? You won’t let me. You’re so damn prim and proper. That’s not what I fell in love with. How can I love you when you won’t be the thing I love? Why are you doing this to yourself?”
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