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Preface to the 2013 Edition





People say that our own age is the most acquisitive yet, and that we are fixated by money in an unprecedented way. In fact I’ve thought for years that the Victorians were much more obsessive about money than we are today. One of the big problems for them was that ‘gentlemen’ and ‘ladies’ were not expected to work for a living but were supposed to exist on private incomes, invariably the result of inheritances of various kinds. So if a parent cut them off, other relations let them down and debts overwhelmed them they were utterly crushed and despairing.  


Wandering through the stacks in the London Library one afternoon in 1977 and running my eye along the accounts of numerous Victorian court cases, I came across a case that immediately held my interest. It was about an unprincipled English aristocrat who married a young Catholic woman in Ireland in the 1860s. For much of the nineteenth century the Irish Marriage Act had made it illegal for Catholic priests to marry a Protestant to a Catholic or vice versa in Ireland. Occasionally a caddish Protestant man would deceive a priest into thinking him a Catholic (or bribe him to turn a blind eye to his real religion) in order to trick an innocent Catholic woman into thinking herself genuinely married, only to abandon her later (having had his way with her) on the grounds that their marriage had been a sham.


It occurred to me, as I sat reading these court proceedings arising from such a deception, that there might have been circumstances in which a morally impeccable Protestant man had married a Catholic woman in Ireland because scared to lose her if he waited long enough to marry her elsewhere. Very possibly he had gone through the ineffective ceremony fully intending to marry his ‘bride’ legally in England at a later date. I imagined a troubled aristocrat in precisely this position and furthermore deeply in love and totally committed to behaving honourably. But then an inheritance fails to materialise, a family trust goes bust, and he is shipwrecked in an ocean of debt. Rather than drag his ‘wife’ down with him into a nightmarish life of debtors’ prisons and humiliating penury, he sees no alternative to renouncing his Irish marriage and freeing her.


Yet in such circumstances might the young woman, or her quixotic father, refuse to accept the bankrupt peer’s logic, and take this erstwhile ‘husband’ to court in an attempt to prove that the marriage had been genuine and that his daughter was still an unsullied and virtuous woman? In such a case victory for the former wife or her stand-in would be utterly disastrous for the man who had loved her and had intended a very different outcome. Or victory for the ‘husband’ (thanks to his clever lawyer) could prove equally disastrous for the penurious father and his admirable daughter.


With such thoughts bubbling away, I hurried home to spend the first of many demanding days trying to dream up a plot and a cast of characters convincing enough to make this tragic variation on a narrative involving love, the law, and some very Victorian financial disasters and shenanigans, both moving and convincing. I hope I succeeded.


Tim Jeal


May 2013
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1





Shortly after three in the morning, Clinton was wakened by the trumpet call to stables and at once his heart was beating fast. From the squadron lines, across the dark parade ground, came the clash of hoofs on cobbles and the confused neighing of horses being led to water at an unfamiliar hour. The barracks, so still a few minutes before, now resounded to shouts of command and the rumble of boots on the iron troop-room stairs.


By the time his servant came to call him, Clinton had already pulled on cavalry overalls and a heavily frogged patrol jacket. After lighting more candles, the man eased his master into his riding boots, and, when Clinton had checked his revolver, helped him with his sword belt and scabbard slings. Having put on his hussar busby, Clinton chose a cutting whip and then took the cape held out to him. He did not leave the room at once after the trooper’s departure, but stood a while by the window, breathing deeply to rid himself of the slight queasiness at the pit of his stomach. He wished profoundly that the next three or four hours were over.


As adjutant of the 15th Hussars, Clinton Danvers had found little to enjoy during the first six months of his regiment’s tour of duty in Ireland. July 1866, and ahead of him almost a year till the end of the posting. Although the monotony of rural garrison life made many of his brother officers impatient for any form of military offensive, Clinton was more relieved than depressed to have escaped involvement for so long. No lover of the Irish, he had nonetheless never looked forward to receiving orders for direct action against the Fenians. Now that these orders had finally arrived from Dublin, his feelings, in spite of the recent murder of two troopers, remained largely unchanged. Blaming Irish poverty more on the people’s incompetence as farmers than on the rapacity of their English landlords, he felt scant sympathy for the rebels, but the idea of using regular cavalry against a half-armed rabble still pained him—his distaste owing more to pride in his profession than to any tender feelings for the republican Irish. Just as a prize-fighter would feel ashamed to hit a hamstrung man, Clinton considered that horsemen, skilful enough to split pegs in the ground with their swords at a full gallop, deserved better of their opponents than to be made to feel common butchers.


When Clinton entered the stables, troopers with lanterns were hard at work grooming and saddling horses, their efforts rising to fever pitch as they saw the adjutant arrive. Since the second-in-command was due to retire and the colonel drank heavily, Clinton virtually ran the regiment, and in a way which many officers resented. Compulsory Riding School for all ranks twice a week, except in the hunting season, and the prohibition on manoeuvres of private carts containing officers’ luxuries, were measures which had been fiercely opposed. But with these, as with his insistence that every subaltern learn to shoe a horse, Clinton had got his way in the end. He almost always did. Not that he either was, or seemed to be a martinet. There was too much ease in his manner for that. It was an airy light manner but far removed from swaggering; at his most off-hand, he still somehow conveyed a latent energy that might suddenly burst forth. His pleasure in himself was not vanity, as his detractors claimed, but something in his being: a possession like health or luck which radiated from him. His lips were finely curved, and, even in repose, a faint smile seemed to play around the corners; his eyes too were mobile and expressive, made memorable by flecks of gold in the brown irises. The first impression left by his face was of youthfulness; a closer look revealed a slight hollowness beneath the cheekbones and lines beside his mouth that made him seem a little older than his twenty-seven years. Those envious of Clinton for his outstanding horsemanship and the daunting reputation for courage he had brought back from the Third China War, took some comfort from persistent rumours about the magnitude of his debts. In public though, he gave little indication of concern or depression about his position; and in truth, this resilience did not surprise many of his colleagues. On his father’s death, a decade earlier, Clinton Danvers had become the 5th Viscount Ardmore; and, however much in debt he might be, a handsome cavalry officer with a title could usually count on exchanging these assets for an heiress’s fortune. If Lord Ardmore’s long struggle to avoid this course had been known about in the mess, few of his brother officers would have understood his scruples.


As Clinton walked between the rows of stalls, listening to the rattle of chain collars and the shouts of troop-sergants rising above the splashing of water and scrape of shovels, he started to feel more relaxed. As always, the smell of damp straw and the unique ammoniac tang of the stables pleased him. When his stallion was led out into the yard, he patted his warm flank. Under the horse’s soft satin coat, he could feel the firm sinewy muscles. Clinton loved the animal’s alert pricked ears and the exact and delicate way he raised his hoofs to paw the ground; movements remarkably light for such a powerful horse. While waiting for him to be saddled, Clinton wandered into the Saddle Room. In the shadowy lamplight, polished leather glowed like old mahogany, and bits and stirrup-irons glinted dull blue against the walls.


Watching the stream of troopers coming and going with saddles and bridles, Clinton did not notice a tall athletic looking man enter from the other end of the room. The clink of spurs on the stone flags behind him, made him turn. An officer, roughly Clinton’s age, stood saluting him. Clinton returned the salute and smiled.


‘My troop will be ready to mount in five minutes, sir,’ said the newcomer. Clinton nodded.


‘My lot shouldn’t be far behind.’


Dick Lambert had served with Clinton in China, and they had been imprisoned together shortly before the fall of Peking. The experience had been so harrowing that, four years later, they still rarely spoke of it. Lambert was Clinton’s closest friend in the regiment, and was expected to be the next adjutant when Lord Ardmore bought his majority. Though the light of the oil-lamps was poor, Clinton could tell that Dick was annoyed. Beneath his black moustache his lips were tight and unsmiling.


‘I’ve just seen some gunners limbering-up a 9-pounder.’


‘That’s right,’ replied Clinton breezily.


‘You didn’t say a word about artillery at the conference yesterday.’


‘I didn’t want to argue about one miserable little field-gun.’ Clinton smiled apologetically. ‘Actually it should be rather useful.’


Lambert said nothing for several seconds, but stood slapping his whip against one of his boots. At last he looked up; anger thinly disguised as incredulity.


‘I’m surprised you think the two best troops in the regiment need help from the horse-gunners to deal with fifty Irishmen.’


Clinton picked up a duster and with apparent unconcern ran it over the crupper of a saddle.


‘Could be more than fifty,’ he said soothingly. ‘If they’re the ones who attacked the constabulary barracks at Dromina, some of them are going to have new Enfields. Farm buildings aren’t hard to defend.’


‘So we storm the place while they’re asleep. Attack on both sides … Your plan, my lord.’


‘I’ve changed it.’


Lambert unexpectedly grinned.


‘You can’t intend to blow them to bits with artillery.’


‘Hardly.’


‘Right; so we’re back to storming it … Unless you’re planning a siege.’ Lambert’s ironic expression faded. ‘For God’s sake, Clinton, don’t pay scum like that the compliment of taking field-pieces. You’ll make us the laughing-stock of the army.’


‘Too bad. I’m not going to lose any men. Imagine hand to hand fighting in a warren of small rooms. We’d have troopers shooting each other in the chaos. That’s a job for infantry, not cavalry.’


‘My troop won’t mind that. Don’t we owe them the chance to get even?’


Clinton was well aware of what his friend meant. One of the two soldiers murdered by the Fenians in May had been in Lambert’s troop—a young recruit, shot from behind a hedge while exercising horses. He sighed and shook his head.


‘Sorry, Dick. Kill them and they’ll be martyrs. Let them kill some of us and they’ll be heroes. But take them all alive and they’ll look fools.’ From the square came the trumpet call ‘Prepare to mount’. Lambert looked hard at Clinton as he adjusted the chinstrap of his busby.


‘They’ll just carry on till we give them some real discouragement.’


Clinton clapped Lambert on the back.


‘If my way doesn’t work, we’ll try yours next time.’


Dick remained silent, but from his expression, Clinton sensed that he had now worked out what tactics would be employed.


‘Try again, will we?’ he asked with elevated brows. ‘Lose the kind of gamble you’re taking, and who’ll be fool enough to give either of us a second chance?’


Clinton laughed quietly as he walked to the door.


‘A gamble? Lose? My dear Dick, you know I only bet on certainties.’


‘I find that most comforting, sir,’ replied Lambert gravely.


Their eyes met for a moment, but this time without pretence of ironic detachment. A curious glance passed between them, as fleeting as light on water, but as distinct: a wordless affirmation of complicity; proof of an alliance safe in all essentials from surface differences of opinion on military matters. In any case, as both men knew, decisive execution, even of a poor stratagem, could usually be relied upon to outweigh its defects. Only hesitance or lack of confidence in command were fatal failings, and Clinton had never given Dick cause to reproach him with either. As they walked out into the yard, Clinton touched Lambert’s arm.


‘A bet with you, Captain Lambert? A hundred guineas to a shilling that we’ll take them all alive.’


Lambert’s impassivity suddenly gave way to an affectionate smile, which he quickly suppressed.


‘Course we will, my lord,’ he returned with marvellously feigned incredulity that Clinton could even contemplate any other result. ‘Unlike you, sir,’ he added, ‘I never bet on a certainty … even with odds like that.’


A moment later, Clinton was watching him striding into the gloom to where his troop were dressing on their markers.


*


When the cavalcade of horsemen left the town of Carrickfeeney and clattered over the stone bridge spanning the river, the sky was only partly overcast and the countryside lay tranquil under the soft and kindly light of the stars. In the water meadows, cows loomed through the greyness like peaceful ghosts under the dim silver of the willow trees. But soon the clouds thickened, and, passing through woods, even with eyes accustomed to the dark, the horses often stumbled on ruts and fissures in the road. The air became oppressive and very still: heavily laden with scents of damp earth and long woodland grass. Coming out of the trees, they rode on through country more prosaically Irish: a patchwork of small irregular fields enclosed by crude earth and stone banks. Here and there, scarcely distinguishable in the darkness, ricks of hay and long piles of peat dotted the approaches to small thatched cabins.


An hour after leaving barracks, the stillness was broken by a rumble of thunder, and after it, a light wind rustled through the ears of the uncut corn. The rain was not slow in coming, and when it did, the downpour was relentless. Only as the first faint smudges of dawn made wan blurs in the thick sky, did the circling storms finally move away, leaving the land sloppy and overflowing. The ditches, choked with summer vegetation, made little impact on waterlogged tracks. Drenched and steaming, the horses all looked black, whether chestnut or bay, and their wet flattened manes made their necks seem strangely thin. Every movement sent little streams of water trickling down from the fur of Clinton’s hussar busby into the gap between the chain fastening of his cape and his skin. The reins in his hands were sodden and greasy and his whole body felt clammy and cold. From every overhanging tree, large drops of water still fell, and the hoofs of the horses in front splattered him with mud. Near the centre of the column, the team of horses pulling the field-gun were having a hard time. Often the gun-crew had to dismount and heave the wheels out of the mud.


Clinton’s original intention had been to rest and feed both men and horses before the attack, but the delays caused by the state of the roads had now ruled this out. The growing light was not his only reason for anxiety. As so often with similar expeditions against the Fenians, his column was acting on information sold to a resident magistrate and relayed back to the regiment from general headquarters in Dublin. Without these mercenary betrayals, the army would have had few successes against the groups of rebels operating in the countryside. Although Clinton had memorised the informer’s directions, and had added further details culled from army maps, he was still constantly worried in case they took a wrong turning. The information might of course be false; or worse still, a trap. For this reason every trooper rode with a loaded carbine held at the support ready for instant use.


When they passed a disused limestone quarry, listed in the directions, and shortly afterwards entered a thin belt of trees, correctly described as mainly oaks and rowans, Clinton felt more confident. Five minutes later, his doubts were finally allayed. Ahead of them, at the bottom of a shallow depression, stood an isolated group of farm buildings, dominated by a large barn with a slate roof. No detail was wrong. Beside the barn was the farmhouse, with a lean-to shed against the side wall and one bricked-in window at ground level. The place looked derelict and would have seemed deserted were it not for a faint smear of turf smoke issuing from a chimney. As the informer had claimed, the buildings were surrounded by meadow grass and overgrown root-fields. In spite of this lack of close cover, Clinton was momentarily tempted to get it over and do what Lambert would have done in his place, namely order an immediate gallop across the fields and then the storming of the buildings. But he mastered the impulse. It was possible that lookouts posted in the woods had seen their approach and crept back unseen to the farm to alert the rest of the Fenians.


Keeping the horse-gunners and his own troop with him, Clinton hastily conferred with Lambert before ordering him to have his men dismount and take up positions in subsections at the edge of the woods six hundred yards behind the buildings; from there, a few well directed volleys would thwart any attempted escape in that direction. Less than a mile to the right, across a rough tract of gorse and bracken, was a swollen river. In this area Clinton felt he could afford to be less vigilant. If driven down to the banks by mounted troops, the Irish would surely surrender there, rather than face the near certainty of being shot dead or wounded while swimming across. Having heard Clinton’s plan during their ride, Dick now conceded that the lie of the ground would be excellent for it if the vital first stage succeeded. Before riding off, he turned in the saddle.


‘Don’t forget, sir, my lot go in first if your bluff’s called.’


‘It won’t be.’


Lambert raised his hand in salute and rode off at speed. As soon as he had gone, Clinton sent his sergeant-major and two troopers crawling into the root-field to get within hailing distance of the farmhouse. The light was better now, and the men made what use they could of the slanting line of a low wall for cover. The 9-pounder was already being unlimbered at a spot just in front of a spinney of straggling elders and blackthorn. From there, still partially hidden, it could be brought to bear on the large barn without endangering the farmhouse. While the gun was got ready, Clinton ordered his troop to form two lines and to draw sabres. Then he explained what he wanted of his subalterns. If the men inside the house did not surrender at once, but made a run for it towards the river, the front line, led by him, would ride through them and break any attempted stand; the second line were to take prisoners, only striking to kill those who fired on them. Since even disciplined infantry rarely turned to face cavalry at anything under company strength, he did not anticipate more than a few stray shots. Kneeing his horse round, Clinton watched the loaders ramming home the charge and inserting the shell. To the instructions of their lieutenant, the gunners turned the elevating screw and then inched the muzzle to the left. After a long stare down the line of sight, the young officer came over to Clinton and saluted.


‘Ready, sir,’ he said briskly, looking up at him with a badly disguised smirk. ‘Should wake them up a treat, sir.’


‘You won’t miss?’ asked Clinton with a touch of the familiar irony which marked the relations of cavalry officers with their counterparts in the Royal Horse Artillery.


‘Not unless it moves, sir.’


Clinton smiled.


‘Give the order then.’


A moment after the shouted command, the kneeling bombardier pulled the lanyard and the gun recoiled sharply. The shock waves from the report made Clinton’s horse curvet and whinny, but he quickly controlled him. As the smoke cleared, Clinton saw a gaping hole in the roof of the barn and a jagged rent in the upper part of the wall. He heard the lieutenant shout:


‘Stop the vent and sponge.’


In the silence that followed, Clinton raised his field-glass to see if he could catch any movement in the windows of the house, but there was none. Several seconds passed, and then, to the letter of his orders, the sergeant-major yelled from his advanced position in the root-field:


‘You’re surrounded. Come out and surrender, or we’ll blast you out.’


Clinton waited tensely. To his right the gunners were reloading; behind him he heard an occasional horse snort and the creak of saddlery; but no sound or sign came from the farmhouse. If the sight of what a single shell had done to the barn were insufficiently impressive, he was prepared to drop a couple more into the yard directly in front of the house before issuing a final ultimatum. If this intimidation failed, and the men stayed where they were, Clinton had no intention of carrying out his threat of massacre. Instead he would be obliged to storm the place; and with every vestige of surprise thrown away, he knew the process would be bloody on both sides. The danger had always been that the Fenians would be so well aware of the government’s longstanding reluctance to increase support for the rebels by making martyrs, that they would recognise the shots as a ruse to get them into the open. But Clinton had never given this sort of logical thought any chance against the instinctive terror struck in the hearts of recently awakened men by shells bursting within yards of their hiding place. His worst fear was that they had received advance warning; even a few minutes would have given them time to steel their nerves for holding out. He was agonisingly conscious that unless they had already panicked, every passing moment increased their chances of thinking rationally.


Without waiting any longer, Clinton gave the order for the next round to be fired. The shell exploded ten feet from the house and blew in the door and every visible window-frame. The brickwork was pitted and scarred in a wide arc. Clinton watched with a sinking heart as the dust slowly settled and still nothing happened. With a great effort of control, he called cheerfully to the artillery officer:


‘Perhaps they went out for a walk.’


‘Just the weather for it, sir.’


Ten more seconds—an eternity to Clinton—and then a sight that brought a derisive cheer from the gun-crew: a white sheet was thrust out of a window by an unseen hand. Then very hesitantly some half-dozen men came out into the yard holding up their hands. Before Clinton had time to enjoy his relief, a rapid stutter of smallarms firing from Dick’s men on the fringes of the wood told him that the majority of the Fenians had preferred to try their luck at the back. Now the threat of having to storm the farm had been lifted from him, he felt only mildly disappointed not to have achieved a tidy surrender.


Detailing a corporal and three troopers to take charge of the men in the yard, Clinton turned to his trumpeter.


‘Advance in line.’


The man sounded the call; and as the front line moved forward, calls to trot and then to canter followed. With swords held at the carry, their sodden capes opening to reveal frogged braid and gleaming buttons, the line thundered down across the fields towards the rough ground between the farm and the river. Behind him, the even thudding of hoofs and the rapid but fresh breathing of the following horses exhilarated Clinton with a feeling not unlike leading the field in a hunt. Glancing over his shoulder briefly, he allowed himself the pleasure of admiring the line, his eye caught by the swaying plumes and red busby-bags. With none of the tension of a charge against a waiting enemy or moving cavalry, Clinton gave himself up to the beautifully smooth action of his stallion, feeling entirely at one with the animal, not holding him back as he quickened his pace before leaping a wall, nor urging him on over a wide ditch. The horse took these obstacles as if they did not exist and Clinton merely gave him the rein, anticipating his movements with instinctive ease.


A hundred yards ahead, he saw the fleeing men stumbling through the tall bracken, throwing away their weapons, blundering into gorse bushes; tripping, falling. A small group led the rest and seemed likely to reach the thick sedge and reeds beyond a line of willows at the water’s edge.


‘Right shoulders,’ he shouted to the trumpeter, wheeling to cut them off. Checking his horse a little as the ground grew rougher, he came up with the stragglers and tightened his grip on the hilt of his sabre. One man stopped, another flung himself out of the way.


‘Stand where you are,’ roared Clinton, catching glimpses of terrified faces as he flashed by. Between him and the willows was a bank of blackberry bushes; with a slight touch of his heels, he urged his horse over them. The stallion landed badly on a steep little slope. Almost before Clinton had righted himself in the saddle, he saw the blurred shape of a man crouching low in his path, a black thing held up apparently to the shoulder. Clinton crouched in the saddle and cut cleanly with his sword, carrying the full weight of the horse into the blow. The man spun away, falling with outstretched arms. In the fleeting glimpse Clinton caught of him, he saw a young lifeless face and the blackthorn stick he had mistaken for a gun, lying harmless in the grass. With a nauseous sensation in his stomach, he rode on, all his earlier elation spent.


He swore aloud as he saw that four Fenians had already reached the reeds well ahead of him and the dozen hussars close on his heels. His success had already gone sour; more deaths would ruin it completely. These men were not soldiers, and his pride, as well as his humanity, revolted against being obliged to treat them as if they were. Around him, troopers were dismounting and snatching their carbines from the straps behind the saddle cantles. Clinton shouted to the Irish to stop and save their lives but now hussars were plunging into the reeds, forcing their quarry on. Two gave themselves up when they saw the speed of the current, two others, regardless of the repeated shouts to halt, launched themselves into the swirling tea-coloured water. A sergeant, acting on Clinton’s previous orders, told his men to fire, and one of the Fenians was hit in the first burst of shots. His companion by then had reached the far bank, and could have escaped into the thick overhanging undergrowth, but looking back, he hesitated and then dived in again, in a suicidal attempt to rescue his compatriot.


‘Get them out. Don’t shoot,’ bellowed Clinton, scrambling from his horse and running to the bank. By the time three hussars had waded into the water, the Irishmen had been swept down to a bend where the river was waist-deep. Seconds later a floundering struggle ended with the sharp crack of a carbine fired from the shore. The rescuing Fenian staggered, seemed to freeze, and then fell face downward into the brown water. Before anyone moved to prevent it, he was washed downstream with the current. Shocked, and shaking with anger, Clinton strode towards the point from which the shot had come. He saw a uniformed figure enter the river lower down and strike out to reach the man who had just been hit. Clinton told a trooper to go and find out who this soldier was; then, slightly mollified by this disinterested act, he went on to try to discover why the shot had been fired. The sergeant responsible told him that the man had pulled out a knife and had tried to stab the soldiers ordered to arrest him. When this weapon was fished out of the muddy water, Clinton sighed and asked no further questions. The body of the Irishman who had been shot first had been dragged up onto the grass; Clinton had seen enough corpses to recognize the unmistakable attitude of death. The now certain fact that the other Fenian’s bravery had been futile from the beginning, added to Clinton’s desolation.


Returning to his horse, he was overtaken by the trooper he had sent to bring back the name of the soldier who had gone to the aid of the hapless Irishman.


‘Corporal Harris, sir.’


‘Did he get the man ashore?’


‘Yes, sir. Done for, he was … the Irish lad. Between the eyes, sir.’


The man had said this with pleasure and seemed surprised that Lord Ardmore did not commend the accuracy of the sergeant’s shot. Clinton stood a moment, as if thinking of something else, and then turned on his heel. Above the farm the low clouds were breaking up and the sun began to come through, shimmering on the wet grass. Somewhere in the bracken the croak of a pheasant seemed to answer the faint cries of a wounded man.


An hour later, when the two troops were once more winding their way along the cut-up woodland track, with four dead Fenians roped to the gun-limber, and twice that number of wounded, moaning with every sliding tilt of the farm cart carrying them, Clinton looked ahead over his horse’s ears at the silent phalanx of prisoners trudging between the. double line of their mounted escort. Behind him, his men riding in columns of threes were laughing and joking with each other. Not one had been hurt and no horses lost.


‘Your trouble,’ murmed Dick, who was trotting next to Clinton, ‘is you’re too damned pig-headed to be satisfied with anything short of the impossible.’


‘It’s called optimism,’ replied Clinton, smiling in spite of himself.


‘Try a bit of the other. Expect the worst, and anything else is a pleasant surprise.’


‘You’re no more a fatalist than I am.’


Dick shook his head as if in sorrow.


‘Expecting too much again. Just because I haven’t the sense to follow it myself, you brush aside my perfectly good advice.’ He paused as they reached the top of a rise. Ahead of them beyond the trees, the valley opened out into a wide blaze of dandelions and purpling heather. ‘I’ll tell you something,’ Lambert went on confidingly, ‘you’re one of the only two men I’ve ever met who doesn’t hold a quite different theory of life from the one he’s patently acting on.’


‘I wonder if I can guess who the other is.’


Lambert shrugged modestly.


‘Myself?’


‘For a cynic, you’re a good friend, Dick.’


Glancing in front, Clinton saw that the body of the man he had killed had slipped slightly on the limber, so that the gashed head hung down and lolled, knocking against the metal with each jolt of the wheels. A thin trickle of blood ran down from the forehead across the youth’s open eyes. Following the direction of Clinton’s gaze, Lambert touched his horse and rode up to the cornet immediately behind the gun-carriage. Clinton saw him point his whip at the corpses and heard him tell the cornet to cover them.


On their return to barracks, Clinton warmly congratulated all ranks on the efficiency with which they had carried out their duty.


*


That evening most of the officers of the 15th Hussars were uproariously drunk by the time they poured out of the mess dining room into the ante-room in their many-buttoned blue and gold mess jackets. Only the duty field officer and the orderly officer for the day were unable to celebrate their returning adjutant’s success. A cornet had just purchased his lieutenantship, so tradition obliged him to pay for yet more champagne. Another subaltern had parted company with his horse on parade the day before, so he too was ‘fined’ in the customary manner, and the mess servants were sent scurrying out for more bottles. Later, the junior officers would probably set about tent-pegging on each others’ backs and the smallest among them would end up in the horse troughs. Listening to their loud laughter and arrogant self-assertive voices, Clinton wished he had drunk enough to feel utterly detached. Had he ever been so puerile and absurd as these young men? Very likely he had; and only five years earlier. It would be a long time before he reached the age of sentimental recollection of youthful idiocy; at present his memories made him feel mildly uncomfortable. All that scorn and mockery and blind ignorance of human limitation.


The war in China, and two months spent in daily terror of summary execution, had given Clinton’s illusions of invulnerable self-sufficiency a lethal mauling. On his return to England, this experience had been followed by another of equal educational force. For the first time he had been worsted in love—by an older married woman, who had cast him adrift after a year of promises to elope with him. An unbroken sequence of earlier successes had left him ill-prepared for suffering at the hands of a woman. Afterwards he very rarely spoke of love with cynical superiority, although in the two years since, he had remained entirely immune.


Since dinner had left the assembled company too addled to play cards, bets were placed on whether the pips in a particular orange would come to more or less than a certain number. The fruit was solemnly cut open with a sabre and its contents examined. A similar wager was made on the number of serrated leaves on top of a pineapple; then it was the number of horses depicted in the battle prints on either side of the cabinet containing the regiment’s presentation silver; the contestants having to guess without looking. Clinton did not stay long in the ante-room before leaving for his quarters.


As he walked along the side of the parade ground the slow ache of anxiety, which had oppressed him intermittently for the past month, returned insidiously. In a week he would be back in England for a fortnight’s leave, and then everything would have to be settled. His financial difficulties had almost all been inherited from his father, but with current outgoings on mortgage interest and debt repayment exceeding his income by nearly three thousand pounds a year, the origins of his predicament did nothing to make it any more palatable. Recent correspondence with his bank had made it inescapably clear that his credit was exhausted, and that unless he were ready to leave the army at once, and so save the additional thousand he spent annually on regimental bills and subscriptions, he would have to sell the house and estate which his family had owned for two centuries. The choice was not one which Clinton was prepared to make.


Two other options remained. The negotiation of a substantial loan from his brother, or marriage to an heiress who had already given him good reason to suppose he would be accepted. Believing the odds to be heavily against the loan, marriage seemed the likeliest outcome. He had always lived by the belief that a man’s destiny could be controlled by what was within him, regardless of external facts; and indeed until recently, his moods and emotions had seemed strong enough to change his perspective of the world from within. Now, more and more, everything seemed forced upon him from without. Until recently he had only recognised one kind of freedom: the freedom to do the things he wanted; now, he knew he lacked another variety, just as desirable: the freedom not to have to do what he did not want. Though he had foreseen his present problems years before, he had always secretly believed in a miraculous escape. His uncle might die or some less predictable piece of good fortune could arise. Meanwhile, he had assured himself, all he could do was live for the present, and in the end take the cards fate dealt him without complaint. While the crisis had been in the future, this course had served him well enough. Yet marriage for money to a woman he did not love—when she herself loved him sincerely—no longer remained the largely unobjectionable solution it had seemed before becoming an imminent and all but certain event. If the girl in question wanted him for his title, Clinton would have seen marriage to her as a fair enough exchange of assets. But since Sophie Lucas had already turned down two suitors with titles and fortunes, this conscience-saving consideration did not in any sense apply.


One of Dick Lambert’s sayings was that to love before marriage was to squander an inheritance before getting it; and Clinton himself was not bad at justifications when he applied his mind. Love might be a reasonable basis for an affair, but a lifetime needed more rational criteria. How often do people fall in love disastrously with partners almost the opposite of what they would have chosen, if logic rather than random attraction had been the means of selection? And in any case, wasn’t love usually more to do with pride and sensual possessiveness than with gentler emotions? Far better trust money than love; money tended to last better. Although Clinton could laugh about the subject when talking to Dick, it did not alter his instinctive feelings.


In his last days before leaving for England, Clinton pinned his hopes on persuading his brother to help him. The chances seemed remote, but Clinton was not entirely without hope. He believed he had a carrot which an avaricious man would find hard to resist. In the meantime, when his thoughts returned to Sophie, he tried to allay his misgivings by reminding himself that the motives for a deed usually changed before it had been performed. One way or other, the next few weeks would determine his future.
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‘To be illegitimate is a misfortune. To be illegitimate and the elder son of a dead peer is something worse, because nobody’s going to have to be a genius to work out why you’re plain Mr Danvers and not my Lord Ardmore like your father before you.’


This much at least Esmond Danvers would sometimes volunteer to friends about his origins. Occasionally he might also remark, in the same ruefully ironic tone, that he was only born out of wedlock because his mother’s divorce proceedings went on longer than expected and delayed her remarriage to his father by a small matter of two months. Anybody hearing him, who also happened to know that his younger brother, now serving in the cavalry, had inherited the Ardmore title and everything else in the family worth inheriting, would inevitably have been impressed by the apparent lack of resentment in his voice. But that was only to be expected in a man, whose two decades in the city might have served as a useful text for a sermon on self-help.


From solicitor’s articled clerk, Esmond had progressed in five years to a partnership in a practice dealing mainly in company law. An invitation to join the board of a small private bank had followed; and because a number of the largest borrowers were bill brokers, he had learned a lot about the discount market. Attracted by the large sums to be made discounting bills of exchange in a rapidly expanding market, he had ventured everything on winning a substantial slice of this lucrative field. Nine years later, at forty, he had found himself sole proprietor of one of the three most successful discount houses in the city.


Among men of business, who measured strength of character by a man’s capacity for hard work, Esmond’s ruthless exclusion of most human pleasures in pursuit of his financial aims had made him seem a man of iron. And though some were perfectly aware that the men who strove hardest to seem invulnerable were often those with the worst weaknesses to hide, very few of Esmond’s associates would have thought this in any way applicable to him. Esmond himself knew very well that boyhood rejection by his father had played an important part in his early determination to prove himself; but this, he considered, had long since ceased to have any relevance; especially after his father’s death, a decade ago.


Every now and then he wondered whether something obscurer than the logic he believed he lived by, had been responsible for his avoidance of close relationships until his fortieth year—until his success and wealth had become incontestable. Had he really denied himself so much for so long, just because it had been logical to establish an unassailable position in the city before allowing competition from other distracting influences? Perhaps—and this thought had crossed his mind once or twice, only to be swiftly dismissed—perhaps he had needed to succeed before he could believe himself worth loving; had needed to feel invincible before he could once more risk dependence and possible rebuff. Far better to claim love as the just reward of success rather than sue for it humbly from a position of weakness. He wasted little time on such thoughts, preferring facts to theories; and the facts of his own life seemed straightforward: at forty, he had swept every obstacle aside and made a fortune; the time had come to fall in love, marry and have children. Time had inevitably become more important than it had been. When Esmond finally made up his mind that he had found the perfect woman, he very soon convinced himself that ultimate failure with her would destroy him. Success had become more than a habit to him.


A year before, if told that he would fall in love with an actress, and worse still a widow with a young daughter, he would have thought the prediction laughably improbable. Indeed to start with he had tried to persuade himself that his liaison with Theresa Simmonds was just another of the clandestine affairs that had supplied his wants in the past; but when she had refused to let him set her up in a house, the intensity of his fears that she might be seeing other men had shattered any pretence of limited involvement. Without any claims on her and unable to see her except when she chose, he was wretched enough to consider proposing marriage, but his caution would not allow that until he knew more about her. Instead he had asked her to live with him in his own home. She had refused on the grounds that it would ruin his social existence and harm his business, but he sensed that the sacrifice he had been prepared to make had won him a new respect. In fact, mixed in with genuine nobility of motive, there had been an element of calculation on his side. Believing that his love was greater than hers, he had concluded that the surest way to cement their relationship was to make the comfortable life his money made possible indispensable to her. This could only happen if she lived with him. Certain that his true strength lay, not in passionate avowals but in maturer virtues—understanding, dependability and loyalty—Esmond made himself her rock to cling to. At times this role made him feel like an athlete in a straitjacket but calm persistence finally overcame her scruples about living with him.


Two months after this first victory Esmond felt sure enough of himself to propose marriage. She had avoided a decision by promising an answer in three months time if his feelings were still the same. Knowing Theresa too well to suppose he could force her hand, Esmond had accepted this. Though disappointed, he knew that if he showed no signs of reproach but continued to behave with undemanding devotion, she would find it very hard to refuse him. By making him wait, she would realise that she had given him cause to hope.


*


On a warm August evening, with almost the whole three months still to run before he could expect her final answer, Esmond was less optimistic than usual. Theresa had been late back from the theatre, and this always made him uneasy. The fact that other men desired her, both deepened his pride in possession and disturbed him—just as he was disturbed and inflamed by her physical closeness to the leading man on stage. The differences between her stage self and her real self fascinated him. He loved the contrast between her feminine gentleness and the toughness it concealed. Because she had often lived from hand to mouth, and knew what it was like to plunge from luxury into want, she lived intensely for the moment—an irresistible trait to a man who for years had mortgaged the present to the future.


When Theresa entered the room where he was sitting, Esmond wanted to ask what had delayed her, but as usual he suppressed the urge. Having frequently expressed his absolute trust in her, he did not intend to spoil this by seeming suspicious. In fact the pleasure of seeing her immediately banished the irritation he had felt while waiting. As she crossed the room, the lamplight kindled copper glints in her hair and lent her face a misty softness.


‘How was it?’ he murmured.


She kicked off her shoes and sank down on a low sofa. ‘Another audience like that and I’ll run screaming through the auditorium.’


The exaggerated pathos of her expression made him smile.


‘You musn’t let me miss that.’


‘You mean it might make you come near the place?’ She laughed in the low slightly husky tone he loved and then looked at him intently: ‘Why don’t you come any more? You know I like talking to you between the acts.’


‘I feel out of place backstage.’


‘You could sit in front and only come behind in the intervals.’


She took the combs from her hair and let it fall loosely to her shoulders. Esmond turned away and glimpsed himself in the mirror above the console table near the door. A dignified rather solemn man with greying hair and impeccably tailored clothes stared back at him. In general Esmond did his best to avoid conversations about Theresa’s career. Before she accepted him, he thought it would be most unwise to admit that he would expect her to give up the stage after marriage. He met her green enquiring eyes for a moment; she was waiting for him to answer.


‘It’s not so much where I sit,’ he began slowly, ‘I suppose I don’t like to see you in that part.’ A discussion of the play and her performance seemed safer than a dissection of his attitudes to the theatre.


‘Peg isn’t virtuous enough?’ she asked with a faint hint of ridicule.


‘You’re not her, that’s all.’


‘I do try, you know.’


‘I meant it as a compliment. I didn’t mean that you don’t play the part well … it’s just that for me, knowing you …’ He broke off, seeing how unconvinced she looked. She motioned him to sit next to her. As Esmond obeyed he tried to divert his attention from the soft rise of her breasts under the lace chemisette in the yoke of her dress. Close to, she looked pale and rather tired. She might joke about the strains of her profession, but they were real enough. Saturated with tenderness, he longed to say aloud what he so often thought: why work and tire yourself when you can depend on me for everything? But that was what she refused to do; neither letting him buy her clothes nor any of her daughter’s necessities.


‘Why not be honest?’ she said coaxingly. ‘It’s nothing to do with the play. You don’t like the theatre or the people.’


‘Nothing of the sort. I’m an intruder there. Anyway that’s how I feel; and when I’m on edge, I can’t help giving a false impression. I know they think I’m superior … even contemptuous.’ He paused, aware of the close scrutiny of her long-lashed eyes, and wishing that she was not so skilled at hiding her thoughts. ‘Too rich and too fastidious. In their position I’d probably feel the same.’


She smiled sweetly and seriously.


‘Actors only envy more successful actors. Other kinds of success don’t count.’


‘I didn’t mean they envied me.’


She was sitting with her knees drawn up and her hands clasped round them, rocking very slowly back and forth. She said gently:


‘You can’t help not liking them; I don’t myself, half the time.’


She released her knees and sat up straight. ‘You are funny, Esmond. I know you think most of them are vain and rather vulgar. You’re a dear to blame yourself in case you hurt my feelings, but I’m not fooled.’


He forced a laugh.


‘So I am superior and fastidious.’


‘Of course not.’ She leaned forward so close that he could not resist kissing her satiny cheek and then her finely curved lips.


‘What am I?’ he whispered.


She tilted her head and studied him.


‘Reserved. More discriminating than some. I like that.’ She smiled. ‘After all it’s why you like me. You’re not conceited like most self-made men.’ She flicked a strand of hair from her forehead and frowned. ‘You’re far too good at avoiding subjects you don’t like. Quite devious, although you seem to be so straightforward.’


‘When have I been devious?’


‘That’s what I mean,’ she laughed. ‘You sound virtuous; it’s that seriousness of yours. I’m so glad you’re not brash and debonair.’


‘When?’ he insisted with firm good-humour.


‘Sunday,’ she replied after a silence which he had interpreted as an admission of defeat. Now he wished that he had not pressed the point. On Sunday evening when he had been dining with Theresa, Clinton had called without any warning. Esmond had sent down a footman to say that he was not at home; he had explained this unbrotherly act to Theresa by saying that Clinton only ever came to talk about money and could never be bothered to say when he was coming. Esmond had also told her that he felt under no obligation to hear about his brother’s financial difficulties on the one evening of the week that he was able to spend with her. But really, as it now seemed that she had guessed, Esmond had had other reasons for not wanting to see Clinton when she was in the house.


‘You mean when I wouldn’t see Clinton?’ he said ingenuously. ‘I sent him a note. He’s going to come back on Friday evening.’


‘When I’ll be at the theatre.’


‘Yes.’ Esmond’s surprise was masterly. ‘You can’t want to sit listening to him moaning on about his debts?’


‘If I had an only brother, wouldn’t you be rather surprised if I tried to stop you meeting him?’ As so often when she asked her most loaded questions, Theresa’s tone was soft and caressing.


‘I’d be delighted for you to meet Clinton.’


‘So you’ll ask him to come earlier on Friday?’


‘Dearest, you know I can’t leave Lombard Street till six.’


‘Then change the day.’


‘He leaves for the country on Saturday.’


‘And after that he goes back to Ireland? How difficult it all is for you. I think we’d better forget about it, don’t you?’ Her serious face and meekly apologetic manner were too much for Esmond.


‘Dear God, I’m the devious one,’ he laughed. ‘All right, I didn’t want you to meet him just yet. Not till he’s made a few decisions.’


This time Theresa laughed.


‘Might I have influenced him in the wrong way?’


‘Of course not,’ sighed Esmond, knowing that he was now going to have to tell her at least part of the truth. Not wanting to meet her smiling eyes, he gazed past her at the veneered surfaces of the bureau by the window. ‘He’s going to ask me for a loan. Nothing new in that; but this time, if I don’t oblige him, he’s going to claim I’m forcing him into a mercenary marriage. In fact he’s brought it on himself by refusing to consider getting out of one of the most expensive regiments in the army.’


‘It can’t be easy to give up a career,’ she suggested with a personal emphasis that made Esmond even sorrier that Clinton had ever called on him.


‘He doesn’t have to give it up,’ he replied with asperity. ‘He could exchange into a less exclusive regiment, or sell his estate.’ He did his best to master the rising bitterness in his voice. ‘When the rest of us are in debt, we have to cut our costs or face the consequences. But nobody’s going to get Clinton to recognise anything so tiresomely obvious. Life owes him what he wants.’ He paused awkwardly, noticing that she looked puzzled. He still had not explained why he had wanted to delay a meeting with Clinton. Damn the man, he thought; damn him. ‘Too hot in here,’ he said, getting up and drawing back the heavy swagged curtains. A light breeze made the candles on the mantelpiece flicker, casting moving shadows on the silk hung walls. Esmond stared out at the lighted windows on the far side of the square. ‘You see,’ he announced, turning, ‘if he meets you now, he’ll do his level best to get you to persuade me to help him. He can be very plausible … oh yes, and charming. And of course he’d misrepresent everything and make me out the worst miser in the world. I don’t mean you’d believe him, but there’d still be plenty of scope for unpleasantness.’


Theresa sat smoothing the folds in her dress, her face betraying no hint of what she was thinking. She asked without apparent interest:


‘Could you help him if you wanted to?’


Esmond grimaced and thrust his hands into the pockets of his frockcoat.


‘He’d want at least ten thousand. Not the sort of sum anyone lends at the drop of a hat on indifferent security. Frankly there’s no reason why I should try to raise it.’


‘I suppose,’ she began diffidently, ‘if you were fond of him, and trusted him to repay you …’ She raised her hands. ‘I’m being very stupid. He got everything that should have been yours.’.


‘That wasn’t his fault.’ He managed to smile. ‘I don’t hate him if that’s what you’re driving at. I’m not sure how I feel. He was only seven when I left home … in some ways we’re more like acquaintances than brothers.’


‘And that’s all you’ll tell me?’ she asked coming up and laying her head against his shoulder. She saw his frown. ‘Not about him, Esmond. About you. and what mattered to you.’


He looked down at her upturned face and smiled, the whole of his personality conveyed by the self-deprecating sadness of his hooded eyes and the folds of irony at their corners.


‘You really want me to bare my wounds?’ He kissed her forehead gently. ‘Ah, you want to share the pain. It’s all gone, you know. Only a reminiscent twinge every now and then.’ He moved away, shaking the bunch of seals on his watchchain. ‘The odd thing is … how on earth such little scratches troubled me for as long as they did.’ He sat down on the sofa which Theresa had just left. ‘Your husband died, leaving you with a daughter of three and no means of support. Nothing I’ve ever known has made me suffer like that. My parents were unhappy … like thousands of others. They eloped; father was cut off by his family; he was robbed by money lenders. A bad start for a marriage; but nothing exceptional. Granted, I made it somewhat worse by arriving before the wedding day. A little bastard isn’t the best addition to a bride’s trousseau. But I won’t flatter myself—the recriminations and quarrels would have come along nicely without me. Anyway I was about four when my father started to stay away. As children often tend to, I blamed myself … if I’d done this or that better, shown a greater liking for horses, he would never have left me. It sounds pathetic, but that sort of guilt can be quite a comfort; it’s much better to feel one’s had some kind of say in events, even if a disastrous one. Also I worshipped the man and didn’t want to blame him. I was a fool of course, but not without a few excuses, I like to think. He was as tall as a mountain with a voice like God’s; a hero in the Opium War, famous sportsman, excellent raconteur—though his mistresses would be better judges of that. Come to think of it, he was just about everything I was never going to be. Clinton’s a lot more like him.’ He looked at Theresa. ‘How am I doing?’


‘I’ll tell you when you’ve finished,’ she murmured, sitting beside him again. As she took his hand, the wry smile, that had seemed engraved on his face, faded.


‘When I was ten, he left us for the best part of a year. I took it worse than mother. The other women had finished it for her. After a time, I think he revolted her. That didn’t worry him though. One day he came home, quite out of the blue, and announced he was back for good. If I’d been older, I don’t suppose it would have surprised me much. After all, what does every nobleman want sooner or later? Years later, mother told me he didn’t beat about the bush. Either she agreed to try and give him the legitimate heir he wanted, or he’d divorce her. I’m sure he would have done, if she hadn’t given in. I didn’t know what was going on, but I’d have been blind and deaf if I’d not realised how miserable she was. I pleaded with father not to upset her any more. The first couple of times he kept his temper. After that he hit me whenever I said a word about her. There’s an aphorism about it being harder for a man to forgive the person he wrongs, than the person who wrongs him. At any rate, I forgave, but he didn’t. Now, I suppose I can see the humour in it. In effect I was begging him not to give her the child who would disinherit me. My innocence must have made his guilt worse. After Clinton’s birth, I didn’t really exist in his eyes; even though I did get better at shooting and managed to ride passably. I knew there wasn’t going to be enough money for both of us to go into the army or get equal shares of anything, but the gap in our ages softened the disappointment. I got over it after a while; but … and this is the strangest bit—I went on thinking that one day I’d win back his good opinion. I used to sit imagining him saying that he knew how sad he’d made me and wanted to make it up. I went on making excuses for him, trying to please … Then they separated. Mother and I were sent to Ireland—father had a small estate there—and Clinton stayed on at Markenfield. Father kept him most of the time. He spent a few months a year with us in Ireland. That went on a year or two; then I came to London. Father died in a shooting accident when Clinton was eighteen. The coroner said it was an accident. It looked like suicide to me from what I heard. Who knows? I hadn’t seen him for five years. Clinton got all the land and property; we share a family trust, which is just about the only reason we still see each other. News filters through from time to time. A while ago he bit some high class whore’s leg and was taken to court by her. He covered himself with glory in China; was lucky to get out alive. He nearly caused a scandal with a cabinet minister’s wife a year ago. An active sort of life …’ He shrugged and stared at the floor.


‘How strange,’ said Theresa, ‘and now you’re the one with the whip hand. I wonder how you’ll use it.’


Esmond rose and held out a hand.


‘I’m tired and it’s late.’


She seemed on the point of asking another question, but instead she nodded and took his hand.


*


The following day, Esmond did not go to the city, but took Theresa and her daughter Louise to Greenwich Fair. He had kept the outing a surprise till the last moment; but, as with most of his surprises, the careful planning was soon evident. The picnic, bottles of chilled wine, and all the other requirements for the day, had all been stowed away in the landau before he made his announcement.


Louise was precocious for eleven, but the experience of driving through the streets in an open carriage with a liveried coachman on the box was still enough of a novelty to delight her. Often she tried to seem unimpressed by the trappings of her new life, and the result was a juvenile sophistication that made Theresa cringe. Later, alone with Theresa, Esmond would say that he found the child’s gaucheness touching or innocent. Her positive views, many of which had first been uttered by her grandfather, usually made Esmond laugh. Unaccustomed to children, he had no preconceptions about what she already knew, or what she might want to talk about; and this meant that he rarely spoke to her mechanically or with condescension. At first Theresa had half suspected that he might be trying to win over Louise as a matter of policy; but later, she had revised this opinion. He seemed quite simply to enjoy giving the child pleasure.


In his immaculate frockcoat and silk top hat, Esmond always looked out of place in places of popular entertainment: as if he had lost his way and ended up mysteriously in a circus tent or fairground without knowing quite how. This was the impression Theresa got that afternoon at Greenwich, watching the trapeze artists, and the caged lions and tigers from Wombwell’s Menagerie with him. Apart from a definite disinclination to have his fortune told, and an equal aversion to visiting the booths which housed the freaks and prodigies, he seemed to enjoy himself. The main event of the afternoon was the ascent of a richly painted hot-air balloon high above the gingerbread tents and hucksters’ stalls.


At home again afterwards, drinking hock and seltzer in the principal drawing room, while Louise chattered to Esmond about the fair, Theresa was troubled by the undermining guilt that had rarely been entirely absent ever since she had refused to give Esmond a positive answer about marriage. He had assured her many times that he cared nothing for the social position he had thrown away by having her live with him. Yet this had not made her feel better. Considerate to a fault, it would be typical of him to conceal his regrets. Just as he would inevitably conceal any losses in the city that he suffered as a result of scandalous rumours. She was fond of Esmond; admired him. Louise was capivated; Theresa’s father had frequently told her that she would be the greatest fool in the country if she lost her chance of marrying Esmond. And yet, she could not steel herself to decide.


At twenty she had married because she could not endure days, or even hours, away from the man she loved. Her husband had been poor, and arrogant as only the young and ambitious can be. From the start he had made it plain that neither love nor marriage would ever be permitted to hinder him in his pursuit of fame as one of the great actor-managers of the day. Illusion or not; just a glance or a touch had made her heart race and her breath come fast. She had accepted him without thought for what had gone before and what would very likely follow. Long before consumption had killed her husband, Theresa had recognised that the real life of romantic love, after its first bright soaring, could be a poor twilight thing, doomed by the false images and expectations that had once sustained it.


Now, in her early thirties, she told herself she had finally left that delightful and delusory world where love is always true, and always going to last. Never again, if she had any sense, would she grant handsome youthful men all desirable qualities simply because she delighted to look on them. And Esmond after all was a striking man, and not yet old. He was not frivolous or vacillating; he had principles; was loyal. Though distinguished, he never sought, as many actors did, to use conversation as an opportunity to impose his personality and trumpet his achievements. She had come to like his long angular face and heavy-lidded eyes, which perfectly reflected his sardonic humour. His low quiet voice, which had at first seemed a little monotonous, now appealed to her; just as his formality and shyness had come to do. Often she was sure she loved him. So why subject him to suspense which his kindness made cruelly undeserved?


At times she very nearly relented, but never reached the point of no return. Before she did, from out of her restless searching past came ghosts of faces—not more than three or four, and none of them extraordinary at first sight, though undeniably attractive in their ways—but each one, for a brief month or two, had once been magically transformed and made beautiful beyond expectation. And choice, resistance, reason had all been swept away like gossamer. When she thought of this, Theresa could not escape the difference between such devastating changes and her slowly altering perception of Esmond’s qualities. In truth, he had acquired rights of possession almost without her realising it, by patience and the kind of imperceptible encroachment, which, given time, can establish rights of way to the most unyielding hearts.


Perhaps in three months she would know whether such things mattered; whether a love built so consciously could justify the sacrifice of an independence not easily won. Her other fears were harder to define. Sometimes she wondered whether his refusal to be demanding or possessive was quite as reassuring as she had once thought it. His ability to maintain such close control of himself, when deeply committed and involved, often struck her as uncanny. A man who trusted a woman, and praised her as a paragon of every virtue, was imprisoning as well as flattering her; for how could she ever disillusion a person who thought so well of her? There were times when she felt obliged to resemble his exalted picture; not making a scathing remark, not saying what she thought, but acting out involuntarily the gentle role his kindness had cast her in.


Theresa and Esmond dined early that evening, as they always did before she left for the theatre. As dinner drew to a close, Theresa reminded him of the weeks before she had agreed to live in his house. With an exhausting provincial tour just finished, and another looming close, she had been tired and dispirited. Nor had she been happy about Louise, who had been sent away to board at a convent school, when a dearth of leading roles in London had forced Theresa to work with touring companies. Often too downcast to express much pleasure at seeing Esmond, Theresa had been amazed that he continued to visit her when he got so little in return.


After the butler had set down a bowl of fruit and decanters of port and madeira, Theresa began to speak about a particular afternoon when she had been even less welcoming than usual, and had asked him point blank what he thought he achieved by coming.


‘I’ll never forget what you said,’ she continued, snipping off some grapes with a pair of silver fruit scissors. She looked at him, past a vase of roses between them on the shining table. ‘Do you remember?’


He cupped his chin in his hands and thought for a moment: a man completely at ease.


‘I suppose I said something about finding it enough just being with you.’


She shook her head and watched him, but he added nothing.


‘You said you came so that I’d think about you a little after you’d gone away.’


Esmond smiled ruefully.


‘Did I specify what you were meant to think?’


‘No, you said that didn’t matter.’


He adjusted a white cuff where it left the sleeve of his embroidered smoking jacket and raised his eyes.


‘Well, you have to admit that any thoughts are better than no thoughts.’ He shrugged apologetically. ‘Perhaps it wasn’t very manly of me.’


‘I did sometimes wonder why you put up with me.’


‘You mean most men would have had too much pride to go on?’ Although he said this lightly, Theresa knew that he was curious what answer she might give. She looked at him intently.


‘What do you think, Esmond?’


‘A man’s never the best judge of male conduct.’


She sipped her wine and watched for the tell-tale brackets of irony at the corners of his mouth.


‘Is that modesty or evasion?’ she asked quietly.


‘Just the truth,’ he returned without any trace of amusement. As usual he had effortlessly sidestepped what might have been a revealing conversation. After a long silence, during which he began calmly to peel a pear, Theresa said: ‘I wonder who the really confident man is—the one who sees a woman he wants, and snatches …’ She plucked a rose from the vase on the table, crushing the flower and closing her fingers on the thorny stem, ‘… or the man who patiently waits his moment and very slowly reaches out ..?’


Esmond had lowered his eyes for a moment; looking up again, he saw an undamaged flower in the palm of her hand.


‘A good scene for a play,’ he murmured.


Theresa dabbed her fingers on her napkin, leaving a few small spots of blood.


‘If the heroine didn’t mind making herself a pincushion.’ She placed the two flowers beside each other on her plate. ‘Aren’t you going to answer?’


‘If I’ve got the question straight. Which shows greater confidence in courtship—sudden action or a waiting game?’ Theresa nodded. ‘I’d say the first, wouldn’t you?’


‘No, I wouldn’t.’


Esmond raised his hands.


‘Of course the circumstances …’


‘Our circumstances?’


‘In that case,’ he laughed, ‘definitely the first.’


Theresa’s green eyes narrowed a little.


‘Didn’t it take a little confidence to see me again and again, to devote hour after hour to what looked hopeless? I don’t believe it ever occurred to you that you might fail.’


‘I might have done if I’d tried to force the pace. Too much of a risk.’


‘And there wasn’t a risk in waiting your moment?’ she cried. ‘Lots of people used to say I was impetuous and brave because I didn’t do much looking before I leapt. They were quite wrong. I couldn’t bear the uncertainty of not leaping … I was too scared to wait. The right moment might never come. I might get bored with him, or he could change his mind about me …’ She paused and said almost imploringly: ‘You do see that, don’t you?’


‘Do you want me to say that I only pretended to be vulnerable before you came here, that I never had any doubts?’ For the first time he sounded both pained and angry. ‘If I accept your argument, how should I understand what you’re doing now? Aren’t you waiting? Making me wait? Taking the risks you couldn’t bear?’ He pushed back his chair and smiled to himself. ‘I’m afraid my dear, in matters of confidence you’ve always had the advantage.’ The clock on the mantelpiece struck the quarter. ‘Perhaps you ought to go?’


Theresa nodded dumbly. This was not the first time an attempt to ease her conscience had left her feeling worse than before. Nor could she in any way blame him for what she had brought upon herself.


*


When Esmond was at work in the city and Louise doing her lessons with her governess, Theresa often felt bored and listless in the museum-like tranquility of her lover’s Italianate mansion. Idleness gave her time to read and think, and yet she often wished she was not left so much alone in the day. But, ostracised by Esmond’s city friends, and knowing he would dislike it if she were to invite theatre people to the house, there seemed no help for it. She might have minded less, if she had been expected to do more for herself. But with everything she could possibly need already in the house, and a dozen servants in readiness to bring whatever she might require, there was scarcely any reason for her to go out. Apart from occasional excursions in Esmond’s landau, her career survived as her only link with what she thought of as the ordinary world.


At four o’clock, Louise finished with her governess, and Theresa usually spent the rest of the afternoon, until Esmond’s homecoming, with her daughter. After sitting for hours in the formal elegance of the main reception rooms, Theresa liked coming to Louise’s small room with its wallpaper of red flamingoes on dark green and its tables and shelves cluttered with pottery animals and pert-faced china dolls. Less pleasing was a brightly painted plaster statue of the Virgin surrounded by unlit candles; for though Theresa had herself been brought up a Catholic, her daughter’s religiosity sometimes struck her as excessive. When Theresa entered, Louise was sitting cross-legged on the bed reading a book. Theresa sat down next to her and asked what she would like to do. Ignoring the question, Louise looked at her intently.


‘Do soldiers go to hell for killing people?’


‘I don’t think everything your nuns told you should be ….’


‘Never mind,’ the child went on impatiently, ‘they must be cruel to kill people; you can’t deny that.’


Theresa looked at her in bewilderment. Used to extremes of gaiety or moroseness, she still could not always judge which to expect.


‘Why are you so interested?’ she asked.


Louise swung her legs round and jumped off the bed. She laughed and began to pirouette about the room, her short white dress and petticoats whirling out around her and her red hair flying.


‘When you don’t tell me things, I feel ill. Will you feel ill if I don’t tell you?’


Louise’s eyes looked even larger than usual in her pointed elfish face.


‘I doubt it,’ Theresa replied with a smile. Louise tiptoed closer and whispered melodramatically:


‘He’s coming. That’s why I’m interested.’


‘Who’s coming?’ The child executed another derisive piroutte.


‘Him of course. The lord … the viscount, silly.’ Theresa remained silent. ‘Didn’t you know?’


‘Of course.’


‘When, when?’


‘Tomorrow evening. How did you hear?’


‘With these,’ said Louise pointing to her ears. ‘The servants tell me everything … except whether we’re going to see him.’


‘I’m afraid you’ll be in bed.’


‘I’ll watch from the window.’


‘I don’t think Esmond would be very pleased if …’


‘Esmond’s never cross with me. You said he’d refuse to let me ride in the brougham with Miss Lane when it’s not being used, but he didn’t.’ She ran over to the window. ‘I’ll hear his carriage and I’ll look out.’ She lifted the net curtain and pressed her face to the glass for a moment before turning quickly. ‘Will he wear his uniform?’


Theresa squeezed her hand affectionately.


‘Yes, and his sword will be dripping with blood.’


‘Nonsense, it’ll be in a scabbard.’ She looked thoughtful. ‘I wonder how many people he’s killed.’


‘Darling, he’ll be dressed just like anybody else.’


‘How could he be? Lords have special tailors.’


‘Better than Esmond’s?’


The child looked suddenly depressed.


‘How will I know who he is? And from high up too.’


‘Perhaps he’ll wear his coronet.’


Louise made a face and turned her back. Even when treating a subject humorously, she disliked being made fun of. The way she mixed insight with naiveté made it difficult to joke with her.


‘Will you see him, mama?’ she asked after a silence.


‘Esmond wants both of us to wait. He’s coming to talk business.’


Louise considered this and frowned.


‘Farraway says his squadron cleared the road to Peking for the whole army.’


‘Perhaps he exaggerated a little?’ Theresa suggested quietly. She wished that Louise did not take everything she heard from the servants so seriously.


‘Farraway says that he was captured trying to save the journalists and the diplomats … the ones they hung up by their arms and feet. They hung him up too and nearly cut off his head.’ She looked at her mother wide-eyed with horror, and made a swooshing noise with her lips as she brought down her hand. Like sin, pain and death were subjects she enjoyed being shocked by. She stuck out her chin. ‘It’s all true. Ask Farraway.’


Theresa said nothing. If the incident was the one she thought—and it sounded extremely like it—she was nonplussed that Esmond had not told her that his brother had been involved. The treatment of the civilian hostages, and the soldiers who had tried to free them, had become as notorious in the China War, as the Black Hole of Calcutta had been in the Indian Mutiny.


‘You’re sure Farraway said he was tortured?’


‘Of course I am. He must be brave as well as cruel. Probably he’s more cruel though.’


‘Why?’


‘Otherwise we’d be allowed to meet him. If he was nice Esmond would ask him to luncheon.’


‘Esmond’s very good to you, you know.’


‘Because I’m always nice to him and never bad-tempered.’


Theresa caught a glimmer of reproach in Louise’s eyes but pretended not to notice.


‘It’d be very odd if you weren’t nice, darling.’


Louise bit her lip; her expression suddenly tragic.


‘You must always be nice to him, mama.’ She flung her arms round Theresa’s neck and hugged her fiercely. ‘Say you will … please say it.’


Theresa kissed her on the cheek before disentangling herself.


‘You don’t think I’m nasty to him, do you?’


‘If you are, he could turn us out,’ stammered Louise, close to tears.


‘Of course he wouldn’t. Anyway, if we ever go away, we’ll always be together.’


Louise pulled away.


‘In some wretched place. I’d be sent away to school again.’ A rebellious light shone in her eyes. ‘I wouldn’t stand it; I’d get expelled, I swear I would. I’d say dreadful things.’


‘What things?’ murmured Theresa.


‘About you …’ Louise sobbed. ‘Grandpa told me you could marry him, but don’t want to.’


‘That wasn’t right of him, my love.’


‘You’ll burn in hell if you don’t marry,’ moaned Louise.


‘Didn’t the nuns ever tell you that lots of saints led lives that shocked people? Of course I’m no saint, but God always forgives people who ask him to. Dearest, you must trust me to do what’s best.’ Theresa stroked the child’s hair until she was calmer. After a while, she said as cheerfully as she could: ‘This is what I’m going to do. I’ll ask Miss Lane to let you stay up later than usual. You can watch out for Lord Ardmore from the schoolroom; you’ll get a better view from there. And I want you to tell me what he looks like. Will you?’


Louise nodded solemnly, but in the end could not help smiling. Later Theresa played cards with her, and though Louise betrayed none of her earlier misery, the memory of it haunted her mother for days afterwards.
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A few minutes after eight o’clock, Louise, who had spent the best part of an hour staring down from the schoolroom, was shocked to see an ordinary hansom draw up. She had expected a barouche or phaeton. The man who got out was wearing a felt hat, which maddeningly hid his face; and, just as bad, his clothes looked quite unremarkable: a beige morning coat edged with dark braid, and matching trousers. Determined to get a closer view, Louise left the room, making out to her governess that she was going to bed. No sooner out of sight, she darted down a flight of stairs and hid herself behind the banisters on the half-landing. Esmond would be sure to see his brother in one of the rooms on the first floor.


*


Clinton paid his driver and ran up the steps under the pillared portico. He was soon admitted by a footman in a blue livery coat and silk stockings. Clinton disliked calling on his brother at any time, and had not been pleased to be sent away and summoned like an errand boy, but, since Esmond not only advised the family trustees on all financial matters, but also represented his last chance of escaping a forced marriage, Clinton had pocketed his pride.


Though largely indifferent to everything about his brother’s house, the massive statue of Ceres in the hall always irritated him, so typical was it of Esmond’s dry humour to make the Roman Goddess of Plenty every visitor’s introduction to his stack of treasures. Clinton had long considered Esmond’s love of ancient bronzes and statuary a fine example of the self-conscious way in which rich men cultivated rare tastes, partly to impress and partly for something to do with their money. Refusing to give the footman his hat or cane, Clinton followed the servant up the stairs.


From her hiding place Louise caught her breath, as half-way up the first flight Lord Ardmore unexpectedly turned. A second later she was struggling not to laugh. Without any sort of amusement on his face, the viscount took careful aim and tossed his hat over the banisters. It caught momentarily on the statue’s only undamaged ear and then slipped on the ground. The first footman, whom Louise had always thought pompous, stood rigidly staring at his feet. When Lord Ardmore said: ‘Fetch it for me,’ Louise almost choked. After the hat had been retrieved, Clinton once again measured the distance with his eye, and this time successfully landed the missile on the deity’s head. The absolute solemnity of both peer and servant during this episode finally proved too much for Louise and a strangled laugh broke from her lips.


Clinton looked up and was amazed to see a girl’s face staring at him through the banisters on the next landing. He reacted slowly, but when he did, he wasted no time; pushing the servant aside, he dashed up the next flight four steps at a time. The girl had already placed another floor between them, but Clinton rapidly cut back this lead. On the fourth landing, he caught a glimpse of her flying skirts disappearing down a corridor, and slipping and sliding on the polished floor, he sprinted after her. She fled round a sharp corner, and when Clinton turned it, a baize-covered door blocked his path. On the other side he found himself in an empty corridor with some dozen doors leading off it; servants’ bedrooms. But the girl had looked far too young to be in service, and in any case no servant would run away. A servant’s child perhaps? If so, Clinton could not believe that she would have dared sit watching people on the main stairs. The thought of Esmond having an illegitimate daughter and then leaving the evidence to wander about his house was too preposterous to entertain.


Intrigued, and convinced that his quarry had only momentarily gone to earth, he decided to wait. He retraced his steps along the corridor, as though leaving, and tiptoed back again. Less than two minutes later he was rewarded by a gingerly opened door and the child’s face peering round it. This time Clinton made no mistake as he pounced, but, though he caught her sleeve, the next second she had torn herself free with a strength and determination which her thinness and delicate appearance made surprising. They were now facing each other from opposite sides of a small typically furnished servant’s bedroom containing nothing more than an iron-framed bed, a chest of drawers, a rush chair and a washstand. The girl had lost no time in running to the other side of the bed, where she now stood trembling with very real terror. Clinton smiled and backed away a couple of steps to reassure her.


‘You run fast, little lady,’ he said with a laugh. Her only answer was a stifled sob. ‘Do you live here?’ She shook her head and started to cry in earnest. ‘I never meant to frighten you. Why didn’t you stay where you were?’


Still weeping, Louise shrank into the corner by the washstand. As Clinton moved round the end of the bed, intending to comfort her, she sprang forward onto the bed, jumped down and fled to the door.


Abandoning any idea of pursuit and more puzzled than before, Clinton shook his head. As he reached the door, he saw on the floor a small scrap of lace, part of the child’s cuff that had come away when she had pulled free. He picked it up, and hurried down to the reception room he had been about to enter several minutes earlier. He was glad to arrive there before his brother, whom he supposed had been delayed by his outraged servant. Whether the events of the past few minutes would be of any use in his coming interview, Clinton had no idea, but the girl’s desperate flight made it at least seem likely that Esmond would rather have kept her existence to himself.


As Clinton waited, every object his eye fell upon spoke of Esmond’s prosperity and exacting taste. Around him, pale walls and stark contrasts of black and gold; dark equestrian bronzes, gilt Empire chairs; above an ebony cabinet, a mirror framed by gold acanthus leaves; and statues everywhere, on wall brackets, tables, marble pillars flanking the mantelpiece. Figures in porphyry, alabaster and basalt: a whole classical mythology. Believing that the next twenty minutes would determine whether he would escape the marriage he had struggled so long to avoid, Clinton was understandably nervous.


Most of his present difficulties stemmed from his father’s determination that his heir should never, as he himself had done, either marry a poor woman or run up debts in early manhood. To prevent this, Ardmore had devised a will which had locked up every free shilling of capital in a family trust. Neither Clinton nor Esmond could legally touch their respective shares of this money until Clinton’s thirtieth birthday—still three years distant—unless, before that, Clinton should marry a woman bringing a dowry in excess of twenty thousand pounds. Outrageously unjust to Esmond, the will had not helped Clinton either, since it had obliged him to let Markenfield, the family’s principal estate, for a purely nominal rent, to compensate the tenant for carrying out essential repairs which he himself had been unable to afford. In the meantime, Clinton’s outgoings, both on regimental charges and mortgage interest, had regularly outstripped his income by three thousand a year. The will, far from preventing him living beyond his means, had actually guaranteed that he did so; nor had the powerful incentive to marry an heiress proved effective while he could still negotiate new mortgages on his property. Now at last, his borrowings had reached the limit of the security he could offer. Clinton’s aim was to secure a loan from Esmond, large enough to see him through till his trust capital came due. Otherwise marriage would be all but inevitable.


As it grew darker, a maid in a black silk dress entered unobtrusively and lit two lamps whose white Parian shades diffused a cool even light throughout the room. Drops of rain were beating against the windows when Esmond came in wearing his usual frockcoat, his silk cravat held in place by a pearl pin.


‘Still the same old sense of humour,’ murmured Esmond, taking Clinton’s hand. ‘I can’t believe you really get much fun out of distressing servants.’ He clicked his tongue as if reproving a child. ‘Sending the poor fellow racing up and downstairs like a retriever.’


‘I’ll think of something more amusing for him next time.’


‘I’m sure he’ll appreciate that.’ Esmond sat down and gestured to Clinton to do the same. ‘I was going to offer my congratulations, but perhaps that ought to wait till you’ve been accepted.’ Esmond eyed Clinton with nicely feigned anxiety. ‘You’ve not come here because you anticipate difficulties with the young lady?’


‘Same old sense of humour,’ Clinton said wryly. ‘Last time I saw her she wept buckets when I left.’


‘Most affecting. Women really are the oddest creatures. The way you’ve treated her, it’s quite beyond me why she lets you anywhere near her. You honestly don’t deserve her, Clinton.’


‘That’s true.’


‘You don’t know when you’re lucky; never have done. The girl’s a wonder … pretty, sweet-natured …’ He paused as if searching for a word.


‘Rich?’ suggested Clinton sharply. ‘As a matter of fact I’m perfecting a special form of words. I, mortgaged acres and distant expectations, take thee, immediate prospects and money in the funds, to be my wedded wife, to have and to hold for dinners, balls and soirées, to bore and to tolerate till death us do part.’


Esmond frowned and said quietly:


‘Do you suggest that the lady’s fortune is a disadvantage?’


‘I suggest,’ said Clinton, getting up, ‘that you should help me avoid this marriage you find so entertaining.’


‘Entertaining?’ Esmond looked thoughtful. ‘I don’t think that’s quite right. I’ve never been very entertained by your problems.’ Though his tone was inoffensive, even mild, Clinton was chilled by it. Esmond brought his hands together in a silent clap. ‘Well, little brother, how do I help you?’


Forcing himself to be calm, Clinton gazed out into the street where a brougham was waiting, the poor horse’s ears back in the downpour. He turned.


‘You make loans, Esmond.’


‘Indeed I do … by the purchase of bills of exchange.’


‘There are other forms of security. I have certain expectations.’


‘You mean Uncle Richard? That dreadful old man.’


‘I don’t like him myself; but I’m still his heir, and his fortune brings in fifteen thousand a year.’


The tight stretched smile on Esmond’s face seemed suddenly to snap.


‘It’s out of the question.’


‘You don’t even know what I’m proposing,’ objected Clinton.


‘Don’t I?’ said Esmond, with a harsh laugh. ‘You’re asking me for so many thousands now, and in return you’ll sign over Uncle Richard’s fortune.’ He let his hands fall heavily on the gilded arms of his chair. ‘For a start, bill brokers don’t keep large reserves like a bank, and frankly even if I did, I’d still say no.’


‘Because I might die first?’ asked Clinton, doing his best to make light of his brother’s reaction. ‘For God’s sake, he’s in his seventies. Why not insure my life if you’re worried?’


‘I’m afraid insurance companies don’t give cover for every kind of risk.’


‘You mean he may change his will?’


‘Of course he could. No money lender would even consider the idea. So you came to me with it. I’m flattered you think me so philanthropic.’


‘You know the man. That’s why I’m asking you. He’d only change it if he married. Is it likely? You know it isn’t. He’s a worse misogynist than you.’


‘Appearances can be deceptive,’ said Esmond flushing deeply.


‘He’s dead on his feet. That money’s as good as in your hands, but rather than oblige me you’d see me in hell first.’


Esmond listened politely, as if unaware of Clinton’s anger. Then he looked at him sadly.


‘I don’t know why you have to think the worst of me. Listen, what would you say to me if I accepted your proposition, and a week later he died? Wouldn’t you accuse me of taking advantage of your present difficulties to rob you? That’s the real reason I won’t consider it.’


Clinton leaned against the window frame and watched the rain. He heard Esmond say almost sympathetically:


‘Even if I did finance you till you get the trust money, what would happen then? All the capital would go in repaying the debt. You’d be back where you started.’


‘That’s not true. There’s enough in the trust to pay you back and redeem the main mortgage on Markenfield. The lease ends about the same time. The next tenant would have to pay a proper rent.’


‘All right,’ replied Esmond soothingly. ‘Your debts mount by two thousand a year instead of three. You buy five years more and beggar yourself in the process. That’s what it amounts to.’


‘With Markenfield unencumbered I could raise enough for seven years.’


‘And what if your uncle didn’t die by then? You’d be bankrupt.’ Esmond let out his breath slowly. ‘You wouldn’t find an heiress then; and dear old Richard would change his will. Hard times, Clinton.’


‘There’s no chance he’ll last seven years. We both know that.’


Esmond nodded.


‘The odds are in your favour. I’d say five to two. But that’s not good enough when losing means destitution. You must marry her and that’s an end of it. Either that or sell Markenfield.’


‘What would you think of any nobleman who sold what he held in trust for future generations of his family? I can’t throw away two hundred years.’


‘I understand that; it’s not something father would ever have done … One of the few things that can be said in his favour.’ Esmond shrugged. ‘I’m sorry, Clinton, he was a good father to you. I doubt if we remember the same man. A pity really.’


Looking at his brother’s sad unforgiving eyes, Clinton wondered how he had ever allowed himself to believe that he might help him. Of course Esmond had turned him down; there had never been any other possibility. Between them the past still flowed like an impassable river, treacherous and deep. His anger and disappointment were fading now, rather as though an icy wind had swept the inside of his skull leaving nothing behind. He supposed that he had been humiliated, but it did not trouble him; instead, to his surprise, Clinton felt a confused sense of freedom; there was nothing else to be done; no more hopes to be destroyed. With a detachment, far less solemn than resignation, he imagined himself in a country garden, mouthing conventional endearments to a girl who meant little to him. The scene, though vivid, was as if glimpsed from a great height—the human figures mere specks in the landscape.


Only when he had left the room did the staircase remind Clinton of the girl. He brought the scrap of lace from his pocket and went in again.


‘A young lady gave me this,’ he said, dropping the child’s cuff on Esmond’s knee.


‘That wasn’t quite what I heard,’ Esmond replied mildly. ‘Her name’s Louise … my mistress’s child.’


‘You a father?’ laughed Clinton, genuinely astonished.


‘Her mother was married. She’s a widow.’


‘You lucky dog,’ sighed Clinton, pleased by the lines of irritation on Esmond’s brow. ‘I like older women too.’


‘If I shared that taste, my mistresses would be old enough to be grandmothers. Men of my age find women of thirty delightfully youthful.’


Clinton smiled.


‘Calculation and sensuality; that’s what I like about women that age. They enjoy the present but always keep something back for the future. Young girls offer the whole dish at once. Lechery’s fed better in careful spoonfuls.’


‘I’ll take your word for it.’ Esmond twisted his lips disdainfully. ‘You never had much time for love, did you, Clinton?’


Clinton leant nonchalantly against the mantelpiece.


‘Maybe once or twice a century.’ He picked up a head of Pailas Athene and kissed her marble lips. ‘In the meantime vanity must have its little conquests and boredom its diet of excitement.’


‘I wonder if you’re really as cynical as you pretend.’


Clinton’s hand shook slightly as he replaced the head on the mantelpiece.


‘I’m afraid one has to have one’s capital intact for romantic passions; wouldn’t you say mine’s dribbled away in the small change of flirtation?’ He took a step towards Esmond. ‘Men who marry for money can’t be expected to babble on about sentimental attachments.’


‘I meant no offence.’


‘I’m sure you didn’t.’ Clinton looked at him quizzically. ‘I suppose you’re going to make her an honest woman … being a man of principle.’


‘I intend to marry her if that’s what you mean.’


Clinton smiled ingenuously.


‘It’s a most remarkable thing … I’ve known about a dozen men who intended to marry their mistresses; but somehow, God knows why, they never seemed to find the right moment.’


Esmond looked at him steadily.


‘I’m not a liar or a hypocrite, Clinton. I’ve already asked her. I’m waiting for her answer.’


‘Sounds a clever woman. If she grabbed you straight away, you’d think she was after your money and nothing else.’


‘You think I should kick her out so she comes crawling back?’


‘Might be an idea.’


‘Then let me tell you this: she’s turned down richer men than I am and she’s not a banker’s widow either, in case you’re thinking of making any more funny remarks. She’s an actress. Does that amuse you?’


‘Not in the least. I’m quite partial to them myself from time to time. What sort of parts does she play?’


‘I’ve said all I mean to. I wouldn’t have told you anything unless I’d thought you’d find out anyway sooner or later.’ Esmond moved across to the fireplace and rang the bell. ‘Will you dine with me.’


‘Perhaps another evening. If I’m accepted by the girl I’ll have to come back to talk about the marriage settlement. Any contribution I make is going to have to come from the trust.’


Esmond smiled when they had shaken hands.


‘I sometimes wonder if we’ll ever see each other again when the trust’s wound up.’


‘You’ll have me in tears,’ said Clinton, picking up his cane and crossing to the door. About to open it, he looked back. ‘You had a long wait before seeing me bow to the majesty of financial facts. Was it as enjoyable as you expected?’


Esmond stood stiffly with folded arms; a slight tightening of his lips the only sign of his annoyance.


‘There’s an old saying, Clinton—in important matters, it’s very rare for a man to be cheated by anyone but himself.’


‘They believe that in the city?’ laughed Clinton, pushing open the door. He paused a moment on the landing, and then, rapping the buttocks of a marble Aphrodite with his cane, started lightly down the stairs. Not caring to wait while a servant fetched a hansom, he set out on foot.


The rain had stopped and evening sunlight was gleaming on wet pavements and on the stuccoed façades of the house, as he left the scene of his defeat. With every step, he felt his anger returning and keen regret for the many things he had left unsaid. His efforts to seem light-hearted and insouciant now struck him as worthless affectation. The only result of them had been to let Esmond off lightly. Esmond stood to get his trust money at once, if the marriage with Sophie went ahead. Otherwise he would have to wait a further three years. Clinton could not understand or forgive his own failure to make pointed use of the financial advantage Esmond had secured for himself by refusing any sort of help. Clinton’s conviction that Esmond had no real need of the money, made him regret his silence still more. But at the time, his principal concern had been to hide the full extent of his anger and depression.


For years, Clinton’s most vivid boyhood memories of Esmond had centred on his sardonic disparagement of the pursuits he liked best: hunting, steeplechasing, and the other interests he had shared with his father. Later, Esmond had become more subtle, praising the army whenever they met and belittling his own commercial activities, simply to give added force to apparently casual remarks about the China War being fought solely to protect the interests of British merchants. Esmond’s claim to have been envious of cavalry officers had been his standard way of ridiculing a society which despised trade and yet derived from it much of the wealth which made such snobberies possible. Until recent years, the difference in their ages had inevitably placed Clinton at a disadvantage in these exchanges; nor had the undoubted fact that Esmond had been wronged made matters easier.


In the past Esmond had seemed especially fond of representing Clinton as a charming and carefree idealist, while he bemoaned the loss of his own joys and illusions in the wicked city. It was this recollection which now made Clinton angriest. Esmond would have found it deliciously ironic that he, the world-weary broker, should intend to marry for love, when the young idealist was on the verge of a cynically profitable union. The ingenuity Esmond had shown in reversing these old roles, while talking about his virtuous actress, grated harshly on Clinton’s nerves. And what he had heard about the woman herself annoyed him almost as much as Esmond’s attitude.


Here was an actress—possibly unsuccessful—in her thirties with a daughter to support from what she could earn in the most precarious of all professions. When offered riches and security by a devoted cultivated man, had she gone down on her knees and thanked God? Not she. It stung Clinton personally, as Esmond had probably known it would, that this unknown woman, with reasons for marrying quite as persuasive as those which had crushed his own resistance, had stood firm. By what right had she valued herself so highly? Or did he actually believe a word of it?


At the ornamental gates which separated the square from the public highway, Clinton stopped abruptly, and then started back purposefully in the direction of the mews which ran behind Esmond’s house. A few shillings would be enough to elicit from a groom or stable-boy the name of Esmond’s actress and the theatre where she worked. Clinton did not intend to damage his brother’s chances with her, but what better medicine could there be for his bitterness than to find the woman a calculating bitch instead of an angel? And really there was nothing unlikely about an actress making a fool of Esmond, while casting around for an even bigger fish.


With several days to kill before leaving for the country on his marital mission, Clinton would in any case have been curious to see the woman capable of melting Esmond’s self-contained heart; now he had additional incentive. When the time came to propose to Sophie Lucas, it would be particularly consoling to reflect that if Esmond’s marriage ever happened, it would be, on the girl’s part, no more a mutual love-match than his own.
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