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For my Husband




Life, who art love, and love, who art low laughter …


What though thy beauty may one day be hid


In a green grave? Yet, unslain thereafter,


Life will lilt onward, dancing through the dust.


From: Maria Montes


by Llewelyn Slingsby Bethell




PART ONE
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ON THE MORNING of June 3rd, Esmond Walhurst, fifth Earl of Mornbury, opened his eyes at the unaccustomed hour of seven o’clock, and resented the awakening so deeply that he let out a muffled roar, his face half buried in the large filled pillow.


“Wilkins! Where the devil are you?”


Thomas Wilkins, his valet, came running into the dark vast bedchamber. Thick brocade curtains were still drawn across the windows. Contrary to all Mr. Wilkins’s beliefs and wishes, these windows were wide open. His young lordship was partial to the night air, which had been thought by his illustrious father and grandfather to hold poisons that could easily bubble in the lungs and chest and set up a hacking and often fatal cough.


Wilkins had orders to leave the windows all open. He shuddered as he did so. It was a habit which, the valet had recently reflected, no doubt milord would change when he was married. (Which, in fact, was to be this very morning.) And mighty pleased was the old and devoted Wilkins, who considered that his lordship had stayed far too long a bachelor. He was now twenty-five and most of his friends and contemporaries had already steered the boat of reckless youth into the safe still waters of the matrimonial harbour. Whereas young Lord Esmond, until he met the Lady Dorothea of Shaftley three months ago, had been confirmed in his bachelor habits. He was in London during the greater part of the year, sporting with friends of whom Wilkins was sure his late lordship would have disapproved. Too much drinking and card playing. Too many late nights. They could play havoc with a young man. Mornbury returned frequently to this beautiful spacious house—built fifty years ago and recently modernized in the present elegant tradition of architecture—looking pale and weary. Lines of dissipation were already beginning to mar the perfection of a face that had been called the handsomest in England. It was lucky, in the opinion of his old valet and confidential servant, that my lord was as strong as an ox and had, therefore, a constitution to stand up to all the debauchery.


He was a godson of Anne the Queen, who was a good pious woman and did not like her courtiers to indulge themselves freely. She had sent a mild reproof to Esmond after one scandalous party which he had held in his residence in St. James’s.


Queen Anne was an invalid. Dropsy and gout threatened her and she held Court as rarely as her royal predecessor, King William. But when she was not cloistered at Hampton Court or in Bath with her bosom friend and confidante, lady of the bedchamber, Sarah Churchill, she was lending an ear to the counsel of her ministers and flattening any attempts by her subjects to give way to irreligious or licentious living. It was known that Esmond’s father had been one of Her Majesty’s favourites, which was why she had consented to sponsor Esmond. She was, usually, tolerant of his peccadilloes. But it had been by command of his royal godparent that Esmond had reluctantly turned his thoughts to marriage. Anne considered that he had spent enough time in the card-rooms and coffee house and among loose-living women. He had been ordered to get himself a wife. Loath though he was to obey his queen, it had been lucky for Esmond that at that precise time the Lady Dorothea Bridges, only daughter of the Earl of Shaftley, came into his life.


This was to be the end of his bachelor days. To-night, mused Wilkins, a dainty and fastidious lady would lie in meek and modest slumber at her lord and master’s side.


Wilkins prayed that Lady Dorothea would have the same good influence over his lordshop that the late countess of Mornbury used to have.


Esmond had loved his mother, and for long after she died, had been inconsolable. There were several portraits of her here. One hung over the carved stone mantelpiece in Esmond’s bedchamber. It showed Catherine Mornbury in a low-cut velvet dress with a deep lace collar, sitting with Esmond, himself, curled at her feet. He was then at the age of ten. Mother and son both had the same bright colouring, the polished chestnut hair in long silky ringlets, the proud nose, the curled upper lip and fine, somewhat aquiline nose. It was said that Esmond bore little resemblance to his short and stockily-built father who had not been long in following his young wife to the grave, a victim of the dropsy. After this, Esmond had been cared for by his aunt and uncle, Sir Arthur and Lady Rokeley.


Mornbury Hall had ceased to be a happy home once the Rokeleys were installed, for Esmond, when adolescent, found that his tastes and beliefs, both political and religious, clashed with those of his aunt and uncle.


Four years ago when Esmond came of age, he courteously but firmly suggested that his guardians should return to their own home in Lincolnshire. He then flung himself into the joys of freedom.


There were times when old Wilkins, who knew and loved his young master so well, blamed the Rokeleys for the young Earl’s subsequent behaviour. They had been too harsh. Once the leash had been snapped the young man had broken out. But the whole household at Mornbury delighted in the knowledge that there was to be a mistress here soon, worthy to succeed the departed Countess. Angelic, but not uncomfortably so. When Dorothea last came here with her parents to visit her betrothed husband, the late Lady Mornbury’s drawing-room had been opened up, and once again the strain of music had been heard in the Hall. The Lady Dorothea played the spinnet and the servants had heard her singing. It would be good to hear a feminine voice and feel the feminine touch once more at Mornbury.


Esmond rubbed his eyes and glowered at the old servant, who, in black, with white necktie and thin spindly legs, stood there beside the bed. Poor old Wilkins; he must be every year of seventy. Wilkins had long and faithfully served his family. In certain moods Esmond could be impatient and exacting, but he considered it ungentlemanly to behave badly to an inferior. But to his own social equals he could be quite ruthless. Few cared to offend or pick a quarrel easily with Esmond Mombury. He was as fine a shot as any man in the country—and as dexterous with a sword.


“Your lordship requires his breakfast?” asked Wilkins in his somewhat high and quavering voice, while he continued to regard his master nervously out of eyes which were milky-blue; filmed by approaching cataract.


“I shall ride, first,” said Esmond.


“Ride!” repeated Wilkins. “Milord! On the morning of your marriage?”


“Yes, you old dolt; get ready my boots and clothes. First bring me a tankard of ale. My throat is as dry as a dusting brush. Don’t stand there gaping like a codfish!”


“Yes, milord. No, milord.”


Esmond leaped from the bed, peeled off his embroidered night shirt and wrapped his naked body in a silk bedgown, yawning prodigiously as he did so, scratching his cropped head. He was a fine figure, thought the loyal old servant, standing six foot two on his bare feet, with a goodly width of shoulders and a slim line of flank. He had the shapeliest of legs. He had never known a day’s illness nor been cupped by a physician. He bore only one small scar where his smooth boy’s cheek had been laid open by a sword-point in a duel—the only mark to spoil his physical perfection. Handsome Horace, the old earl his grandfather had been named, and Esmond resembled him.


All his friends from Oxford, or London, or from this district wherein he had lived all his life had gathered to wish him joy of his forthcoming marriage. Many of them were here still, sleeping under his roof and would attend the wedding to-day. His great friend, Archibald St. John, was here too. Archie, who had been at University with Esmond and shared a few of his outrageous adventures. The Foreign Office was sending Archie at the end of the week to Edinburgh on Her Majesty’s business. This year had seen the final union between England and Scotland and removed trading restrictions between the two countries. Archie would have work to do there for the Government. He was a charming, amusing fellow after Esmond’s own heart, but more practical than the young Earl himself.


Archie approved of Dorothea, and Esmond gave thanks now that the ball to which he had been invited, and which celebrated the eighteenth birthday of Lord Shaftley’s only daughter, Dorothea, had been the only one he had attended this year.


He had gone to that dance reluctantly knowing it was his royal godmother’s wish. At last he was being forced to inspect the marriage market in English High Society; not dreaming that he would meet his fate within twenty-four hours of the letter which had reached him from the Queen. Then, suddenly he had danced with the Lady Dorothea—and was lost.


Hitherto he had known her as a child, of whom he had taken little notice when she came his way; which was rarely. He had heard that she was now grown to young womanhood and of an excessively pleasant disposition and reputed to have looks as well as talents. But he had heard also that she was delicate. She had had fainting fits since she was in her teens. He could not bear delicate females with their swooning, and their attendants shrieking for burnt feathers and vinegar. The women whom so far Esmond Mornbury had chosen to take to his bed were strong handsome creatures who could respond to a man’s passion and make him feel that he held flesh and blood in his arms.


Nevertheless, when he bent over Dorothea’s little hand and led her on to the floor in the Quadrille he knew that the die was cast and that his fate was sealed. He had never seen anything more ravishing than Dorothea Bridges. When he had kissed her hand and looked into her glorious eyes as he thanked her for the dance, his brain had reeled with the possibilities of taking to himself such an innocent and unblemished bride. Dorothea was one whom the Queen would approve—the Countess of Shaftley had, until recently, been a lady-in-waiting at St. James’s.


That night Esmond knew that Dorothea was the one for whom he had been seeking.


He went home, madly in love for the first time in his life.


To-day, Esmond felt, Mornbury would be restored to the joy and promise of life that used to flood the place when his parents were alive. The splendid, exciting hour was fast approaching when he would carry his bride over the threshold.


This morning, while Esmond waited for the grooms to saddle Jess, he walked from the stables, strolled across a lawn that was like emerald satin silvered by dew and stood a moment looking at his home with pride, as he had done so many times in the past.


The early sun was slanting across the fine brick and stone house with the handsome side wings that had been added on to it. The open colonnades lent an unusual dignity. From the terrace wide steps led down to a square court in which stood a great basin. Out of this rose the statue of a man, astride a horse. Sculptured in grey stone, grown green with age, this was a remarkably magnificent figure of a rider with head flung back and arms outstretched as though exulting in the life and vigour of his mount. Gushing from the animal’s mouth a sparkling spray of water fell into the basin with a musical sound. All his life Esmond had loved that fountain. As a small boy he had once escaped the notice of his nurses, fallen into the basin and nearly drowned, but he continued to love it.


Part of the old house was concealed by thick flowering creeper which Esmond had a mind to cut down, for he preferred the plain stonework. The library, with Esmond’s own private suite of rooms above it, lay in the right wing. He enjoyed the magnificent sight of the beautiful wrought-iron work which had been spun like a web of black lace right across the pale stone walls. Wren had designed it. New, also was the splendid door with fluted columns on either side, and graceful fanlight overhead. Nothing delighted Esmond more than these additions to his home, masterpieces of an acknowledged genius of modern architecture.


Turning his back to the house, he looked now at the beautiful double row of lime-trees and green clipped bays in large tubs. Pale rose-bricked walls flanked the formal flower gardens. To the right, a handsome park full of gentle, spotted deer. Beyond was the heavily wooded forest on the extreme borders of Surrey and Sussex.


The Mornbury Estate was rich and fertile. The meadows were full of cattle, providing meat and milk and cream for the owner. In the kitchen gardens the finest fruits and the sweetest herbs awaited the pleasure of a new mistress and housekeeper! Too long, thought Esmond, the simple delights of his ancestral home had lain unappreciated. It was, indeed, time that somebody stepped into his mother’s shoes; and who better than his beloved Dorothea?


A sudden thrill gripped him at the thought of the sons that Dorothea would bear him, and who would inherit Mornbury after he was dead.


To the devil with last night’s carousing, he thought, and hurried back to the stables where the men held the head of his fine spirited grey.


He mounted and barely touched Jess’s satin neck with his crop. The familiar touch thrilled the mare with a joy to match his own. Her hoofs struck fire against the flagged stones of the stable yard. In a moment the rider was away, out of the gates and on the rough road. Esmond, bridegroom of the future, was at a gallop, speeding through the still-sleeping village of Godchester along the banks of the river; which was his favourite ride.
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THE YOUNG EARL returned from that early morning ride with his ills sweated out of him, and in high spirits. As the grooms came running to meet him, he had a story ready to tell them of a fox he had seen slinking out of Rushhurst Spinney and how he had chased it for half a mile before it took cover again. But the story died on his lips, for he saw, following the grooms, the figures of several of his friends who were wedding guests at Mornbury. He did not expect them to be up so early. Among them was the tall, slight figure of his best friend—Archibald St. John. Esmond looked slightly puzzled as he dismounted. None of the men appeared to be dressed, but were in their various négligés. Archie, alone, seemed to have dressed more fully than the others, for he wore breeches and a powdering jacket. It looked as though he had hastily put on peruke and powder before coming downstairs.


“What is this?” exclaimed Esmond gaily. “A special deputation to greet me on my marriage morning?”


“My dear Esmond. My dear Esmond …” began St. John and stopped as though the words stuck in his throat.


Of a sudden, Mornbury sensed catastrophe.


“What has happened, Archie?” he asked in a low quick voice. “Have you bad news for me?”


St. John bowed his head.


“Out with it. Enough of this hesitance.”


Esmond had noticed several of his servants gathered in the court-yard. They were whispering, one to the other. A premonition of the truth—an appalling truth—gripped Esmond by the throat.


“Oh, God,” he muttered, “is it Dorothea?”


St. John bowed his head. “A youth has just ridden over from the Castle to say that she has been taken gravely ill, and that there can be no marriage ceremony today.”


To himself St. John might have added the words or any other day but dared not. He knew his friend too well; that mercurial and often violent disposition behind the façade of sunny charm. Esmond would not be one to take bad news well.


“We grieve for you, Esmond,” spoke up one of the young men behind St. John. He spoke ill-advisedly, for Mornbury turned on him like a wounded lion.


“Grieve for me—pray why, Liftborough? Is my lady dead that you speak thus to me?”


No answer. Esmond had started to shake, and the sweat ran down his face, a waxen colour under the burn of the sun. Then without a word he turned, grabbed Jess’s bridle out of the hands of an open-mouthed groom and swung himself into the saddle. He was away again out of the court-yard and through the gates.


The black rooks were circling and cawing noisily around the tall elms. Never had the countryside looked more glorious. Never had Esmond, fifth Earl of Mornbury, known a more deadly fear than that which rode with him during that five-mile gallop on Jess to Shaftley Castle.


“Dorothea!” he kept crying aloud that cherished name. “Dorothea, Heaven grant you are yet alive.”


But he knew when he reached the Castle that his frantic prayer remained unanswered and that she was dead. For as he came to Shaftley a superstitious horror seized him. With bloodshot eyes he looked at the Castle. It stood on the top of the hill. Usually it was a fair sight; built in 1100 during the reign of King Stephen for one of the first barons of Shaftley, it could be seen for miles around. Esmond had often climbed to the battlements with his Dorothea and looked upon the fair Sussex Weald as far as Chanctonbury Ring on one side and the Guildford hills on the other. But this morning, when all else seemed golden and clear, Shaftley was partially obscured by a thick whitish mist which seemed to Esmond to curl maliciously around those dove-grey walls.


Only a few moments more, and Esmond was within the Castle. Two footmen opened the heavy doors to admit him. The Earl—a tall stooping grey-haired man clothed in dark grey, relieved only by the white Steinkirk at his neck, greeted him.


Esmond could see that the usually upright man, not yet fifty, had become quite old and quavered in his speech.


“How is she, Sir?” Esmond demanded hoarsely.


Lord Shaftley bowed his head.


“Dorothea will be bride only to Christ her Lord, into whose merciful arms she has been gathered,” he said brokenly.


Esmond neither moved nor spoke. Dorothea’s father added: “Her lady mother lies in her bedchamber, too sick to move or speak with you. I, myself, shall conduct you to the chapel to our darling’s bier, that you may take your last fond look at her.”


“What happened, Sir?”


“Dorothea rose at daybreak and called for her maid, and bade her send for us, for she had a foul pain in her heart. Before we could reach her, Esmond, that loving heart had failed.”


“Failed,” repeated Esmond, hoarsely.


“Yes,” said the Earl unashamedly sobbing now, “you know that Dorothea has been subject to fainting fits which our physician assured us were signals of a childish bloodlessness which would improve. But they were wrong. We have all been wrong. That beautiful and gentle flower should never have been allowed to take a step, or to strain her feeble heart with dancing or moving about with her more fortunate friends. She should never have been subject to the strain of a courtship and this forthcoming bridal. Yet last night she seemed so well, so gay. She spoke to us openly of her great happiness. She especially enjoyed the thought that she would not be residing far from her parents whom she respected and cared for so deeply. And you, my boy, whom she greatly loved—she talked like one intoxicated with pleasure in the thought that her life would to-day be linked with yours.”


“Stop,” said Esmond in a tone of anguish. “Stop!”


Shaftley wiped his eyes. Turning, he led the way through the high-roofed, galleried hall down a long corridor leading into the private chapel. As they advanced, Esmond groaned aloud:


“Have the doctors made sure that nothing could be done?”


“Nothing. Our physician applied every manner of restorative—in vain. I shall leave you with our darling in the chapel, to pay your respects. Later when you are better fitted to discuss the sorry details with me, arrangements must be made for her burying.”


At this word, Esmond Mornbury felt an almost maniacal grief and horror. Her burying. Dorothea, his love, the woman whom he had chosen and should have called his wife—within the next few hours—to be buried. Terrible incredible thought! She, the light of foot who had so often danced with grace and agility. She, whose laughter had rung out, gladdening his heart, and whose mind had reached out to his, capturing his imagination; turning him from foolish rake into serious man, ready and willing to live soberly and in dignity, at her side!


Esmond, ice-cold, followed the Earl into the chapel. At first, after the glare of the sunlight outside, his eyes could take in nothing for the chapel was dark and gloomy save for the light of two waxen candles, four-foot tall, burning in heavy silver sconces at the head and foot of the corpse. At last Esmond’s horrified gaze focused on that pitiful figure. The corpse of his Dorothea. Pitiful, yet still ethereally beautiful and wonderful, she lay on a catafalque of fresh blossoms. The trestle was covered with a purple velvet cloth edged with silver lace.


He saw to his anguish that they had attired the dead girl in her wedding robes. It was as though she lay sleeping there in her finery—waiting for him to awaken her. Except for the waxen whiteness of her face which already bore the pinched look of death, it seemed to him that she still lived and breathed. The long lashes lay so sweetly on the delicate cheeks. The lips smiled—a secret wise little smile. They had set a chaplet of lilies on her brow, and her long white lace veil was folded about her like a nun’s habit.


The rich cream satin of her high-waisted silver-girdle wedding dress fell in stiff sedate folds to the tiny upturned feet in their brocaded slippers. Between her clasped hands was a posy of dark red roses—the only note of colour in the rest of that awful whiteness. In anguish, Esmond stared at those roses, remembering how she used to love them. They had been her favourites. No doubt that was why her heartbroken parents had gathered them for her.


“I will leave you here, my boy,” whispered Dorothea’s father.


Esmond nodded and gulped. He walked like a drunken man, swaying, nearer to the bier. He fell upon his knees beside it.


While he muttered prayers, he continued to gaze in anguish at the young girl’s angelic face.


Suddenly he cried her name aloud:


“Dorothea!”


It seemed to him all wrong that she did not open her eyes to look at him with pity, to answer that wild cry and comfort him. Bitter resentment mingled with his grief. The first tears he had shed since he was a baby forced their difficult way out of his eyes and trickled down his cheeks. He tasted the salt of them and was half ashamed that he was being unmanly. All his heart’s love was driven back into the very depths of his being. It was as though the sweetness and warmth of life for Esmond departed with her—never to be revived. There was nothing left to him but darkness and despair.


He bent and touched with his lips one of the delicate hands of that pitiful bride, lying there folded so tragically in her veil. The little hand was cold as ice. Shuddering, he drew back.


He whispered:


“All my life shall be buried with yours, my sweet love.”


Then he turned and walked quickly out of the chapel back into the Castle. He forced himself to speak again with the Earl whom this day he had hoped to gain as a father, but there was little to be said between them. Everything had ended. The deeds of the lands that Shaftley was going to give his daughter as part of her dowry must now be torn up.


“My wife and I know how you loved our dear daughter and we suffer for and with you,” sighed the older man as he accompanied Esmond to the court-yard, where a man stood waiting with Jess.


“I thank you,” said Esmond. “What I feel cannot be expressed in any words. I can only bid you adieu, Sir, until the unhappy day of the burial.”


As Esmond rode Jess downhill and into the village of Shaftley, he saw that the streets were lined with shopkeepers and their wives and children, huddled, whispering; some of the women weeping. As the tall handsome fair young man in his riding suit, with laced waistcoat, and cocked hat, went by, the men touched their foreheads. One or two girls, stirred by his manly beauty, stepped forward, and called out:


“God save your poor lordship. …”


Ere he reached the village church, he heard the death-bell tolling for Dorothea. That grim measured sound was almost more than he could bear.


He returned to Mornbury. He was conscious of the ominous silence that had fallen upon his stately home. The curtains were drawn across the many windows. Already, thought Esmond dully, death had winged its way from the Castle and settled here too, with all its Stygian gloom.


Drawing a hand across his eyes, he stumbled into the hall. He suddenly realized that for three hours now he had been riding hard and undergoing a considerable mental strain. He had not even breakfasted.


Old Wilkins came out to meet his master, rubbing his blue-veined hands together—peering at Esmond, with his sad old eyes.


“Oh, milord. May I offer my respectful condolences—” he began.


Esmond cut him short.


“Get out of my sight. Get out, I say,” came roughly from his cracked lips.


The old servant, who knew his young lordship and understood, fell back, shaking his bewigged head mournfully. He went to the servants’ hall to tell them that my lord looked as though he, too, had been struck by the hand of death.


“Alas,” said Wilkins. He spoke in a voice intended only for the ear of Mrs. Fustian, the housekeeper who had also served the late Countess, “This fearful blow may, I fear, unhinge our young master and drive him from God’s purpose. It will go ill with him.”


On the staircase, going up to his bedchamber, Esmond met his friend Archibald St. John, who was now fully attired for travelling. Esmond stopped, swaying as though drunk, and stared at his friend. St. John was horrified by the look of him.


“My dear fellow,” he said, putting a hand on Esmond’s shoulder, “you have suffered an extreme shock. Let me summon Wilkins to help you to bed and bring you a pot of coffee. Surely you need sustenance.”


Esmond pulled sharply away from those kindly fingers.


“I need nothing but to be alone. Out of my way, Archie.”


St. John, who could see that his friend was half deranged took no offence but persisted in his effort to persuade him to allow Wilkins to undress him and bring him food.


“You must bear this catastrophe like a man, Esmond,” he said gently. “It is God’s purpose.”


Esmond broke into a wild laugh.


“Is there a God with a purpose so monstrously cruel? If so then I foreswear Him and my religion.”


“Nay, Esmond—” began St. John, shocked.


“I foreswear Him and all that is good in life. What kind of a God is He who brings death to one so sweet, so fair, so tender as my Dorothea? I curse God. I curse Him. …”


Archie licked his lips. From the bottom of his soul he pitied Esmond now. For a man to lose the woman he loved on their marriage morning must be hard to bear.


By midday, all the guests who should have stayed for Mornbury’s wedding had left the sad, darkened house without even seeing their deranged host. They sent him polite messages of sympathy through St. John.


The last carriage rolled away. Archibald, with a deep sigh, mounted the stairs and knocked on the door of his friend’s bedchamber.


“Will you not admit me, Esmond?”


A hoarse voice answered him:


“I bade you to go. I wish to be alone in my house.”


“My poor fellow,” said St. John patiently, “everyone has gone save myself and I felt that you might need and appreciate my companionship—someone to lean on in this time of woe.”


“I want no one, I tell you. Go, for heaven’s sake.”


St. John shrugged his shoulders. He descended the stairs again. He pulled the bell and summoned Wilkins.


“I fear this trouble has temporarily unhinged your noble master, Wilkins. He will not allow even me, whom he loves, to stay with him. I must respect his wishes. I will return to London. But if he finds he has need of me, I pray you send me word by post-chaise to my dwelling—Number 17 Charlotte Square. I shall not be going to Scotland until the end of the week.”


The old man bowed his head, a tear trickling down his nose.


“Alas, Sir,” he sighed.


“Alas, indeed. Farewell, Wilkins. Take good care of his lordship,” said Archie, and reluctantly took his leave.


He knew Esmond’s nature too well to disregard that repeated request that he should leave Mornbury. Better perhaps to leave the poor fellow to recover alone, as he desired. There was nothing really to be done for him now.
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FOR THREE DAYS, the bells at Shaftley church tolled their dirge for the soul of the Lady Dorothea.


On the fourth day the pure, white beauty of the deceased bride was nailed down in a splendid coffin and laid to rest in the Shaftley vault—among half a dozen little sisters and brothers who had died in infancy, before her.


The young Earl, who would never now lead her to the altar, stood beside the coffin for a moment ’ere it was taken out of his sight. He laid upon the lid a long cross fashioned of the red roses Dorothea had loved. He was ashen-faced and so haggard, the fact was remarked upon by the male members of Dorothea’s family. Themselves overcome by grief, they huddled together in their black garments, weeping, leaving him for those few seconds alone to bid his last farewell to the young girl he had loved passionately.


At length the Earl of Shaftley came forward and touched Esmond on the shoulders.


“Let us ride back to the Castle together my poor boy. No useful purpose can be served by remaining here. It is all over.”


“I do not wish for company, Sir,” said Esmond.


For three days he had barely eaten save when Wilkins had risked being cuffed or sworn at and set a tray before him, and then the young Earl had merely picked at the food, lacing it with copious draughts of brandy.


Dorothea’s father, however, insisted. The poor man was cut to the quick by the loss of his favourite child. His wife would never give him another. Like Queen Anne she had lost a large family, one after the other. Poor Dorothea’s heart had evidently been weak from birth. It was a mercy, the Earl thought in his sadness, that she had reached eighteen summers, and stayed with them as long. He dreaded returning to the Castle. It was full of wailing females. The only other gentleman staying there was Sir Adam Congrayle, his brother-in-law by marriage whom he disliked, and he had little interest in his niece, Magda, who was also a guest. She had been the victim of some terrible accident in childhood and he never remembered seeing her without a veil over her face. Dorothea had pitied her young cousin—it was because of this at Dorothea’s request that Magda had come to the Castle for the wedding, but Shaftley saw no reason to say anything of this.


Shaftley in his youth had been a gay lad—as gay, at least, as was possible in the reign of King William. Secretly he admired the brilliant young man who should have been his son-in-law despite the fact that some of his escapades had made him somewhat too notorious.


Esmond hesitated. He had no wish to go to the Castle. He wanted to be alone again with his grief, but the old man insisted and out of respect to his dead love’s father, Esmond consented to ride up the long hill with him.


Shaftley got rid of the other mourning guests and at length sat by the window drinking brandy alone with Esmond, extolling the virtues of his dead daughter until Esmond felt that he would go insane. He had been near insanity ever since he had gazed upon Dorothea’s corpse in the chapel that terrible morning. It already seemed a lifetime away.


“Thanks be to the Almighty that you are yet young and will find another fair maid who will take my darling’s place and, perchance, one day give you an heir,” old Shaftley said, too full of wine for discretion.


“It is an insult, Sir, to suggest that I shall replace Dorothea.”


“Come, come, my boy, ’tis only human nature. The first sharp pangs of sorrow grow blunt with time.”


“I shall never forget her.”


“Never forget, perhaps, but it is not meet for man to live alone and you, yourself, once told me that your Royal godmother decreed that you should take a wife to Mornbury.”


Esmond gripped the hilt of the sword that he was wearing until the knuckles gleamed ivory white.


“I prefer not to admit such a thing is possible.”


“Well, well,” sighed the older man, “time will tell.”


Esmond began to walk up and down the room. The brandy he had been consuming for days and which he had just finished here burned through his veins. He felt as though he moved in a miasma; the world spun round him. As for the Queen, the letter had indeed reached Esmond from Bath, written in person by Her Majesty this very day, commiserating with him, but hinting that marriage for him must be only a thing postponed. As if one could replace an adored woman, Esmond thought; as one would go forth to buy another mare, should Jess drop dead in her stables. Maybe it was because he had led so mad, so egotistical an existence in the past, he had taken this first great love of his life too deeply to heart. It sickened him even to contemplate another woman as wife.


“I must go home,” he muttered, drawing a hand across his clammy forehead and tugging at his neckband. The sun was struggling through the mists. The air was humid and he felt hot and dizzy. Peacocks, strutting on the lawn in front of the Castle, kept uttering their weird strident cries. Like the cries of a lost soul, thought Esmond. His soul was lost. God had turned his face away.


As in a dream, he heard the older man mumbling about politics; about the perpetual feud between Whigs and Tories; about the growth of literary and intellectual life in London which he missed betimes down here in the country. He had been talking, he said, to the priest who had read the burial service for poor Dorothea, listening to him prattle about the Bounty which Queen Anne had just given her clergymen. Then the Earl began on the subject of the thousands of French silken manufacturers who were now permitted to practise in England. From this subject he ambled back to religion.


“Our own priest here favours the high Anglican service. He certainly does not care for the Calvinist Whigs. By the way, thinking of Whigs, did you see General Corsham at the burial?”


“No,” said Esmond dully.


Shaftley went into a fresh boring dissertation about General Corsham and his lady wife. They had recently occupied Swanley Manor, a small estate between here and Mornbury. They favoured the refugees from France, and had French relatives, to be sure. The General’s niece was living at Swanley now—Mademoiselle Chantal LeClaire, who had met poor Dorothea at a party and sometimes ridden with her. That was when poor little Dorothea was well enough to mount her horse. A pretty girl, Mile Chantal, added the Earl, looking, it was said, for an English husband.


On and on he droned, until Esmond felt that his brain would burst. Then suddenly the library door was pushed open. A young girlish voice said:


“Uncle Charles, pray pardon the interruption, but my aunt has sent me to ask that you would kindly go to her.”


The Earl staggered on to his feet.


“Tell her that I am coming, Magda, I am coming. …”


Esmond stood stock still. He, too, had sprung to his feet as he heard the girl’s voice. It was so extraordinarily like Dorothea’s. So much so that it had sent a superstitious thrill through his very being. He had not seen the speaker, but could it be Dorothea’s voice? Was it her ghost? Or was he in truth, delirious, after too much wine and too little eating?
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