

  

    

      

    

  




  Author’s Note




  The indissolubility of marriage was part of the doctrine of the Christian Church from early times and it was held that all sexual activity outside marriage was suspect.




  The first breach in this doctrine was made by the Protestant Reformers, who regarded it as permissible for a man to repudiate an adulterous wife and, even if she was not put to death by the executioner, to marry again.




  Sometime later, adultery by the husband if coupled with severe cruelty was recognised as grounds for a wife to seek the termination of a marriage.




  In contrast to the non-Roman Catholic Churches in Scotland and on the Continent of Europe, the Church of England was less progressive and still upheld the doctrine of indissolubility. Eventually Parliament assumed the power to dissolve marriage. However, this was so expensive a procedure that the total number of divorces granted by Parliament between 1602 and 1859 was only 317.




  In 1837, after heated debates, it became lawful for a husband to obtain a judicial divorce from a wife guilty of adultery. But a wife had to prove that her husband’s adultery was aggravated by cruelty or vice. This provision was not rescinded until 1923.




  The power of the King’s Proctor to intervene during the six-month period between the decree nisi and the decree absolute was very unpopular, but continued until the Divorce Reform Act of 1969.




  Chapter One


  1899




  “You’re late! If you want something to eat, you’d better get it yourself! I’m not here to wait on you. I’ve other things to do!”




  As she spoke, the elderly woman, who was half-Spanish, half-Arab, walked out of the kitchen and slammed the door.




  Atayla sighed, having expected this sort of reaction.




  Her first impulse was to go without food, but then her common sense told her that this would be a very stupid thing to do.




  After she had been so ill with the wound in her shoulder, she knew that what she needed now was what any doctor would call ‘building up’ in order to regain her strength.




  But this was difficult in a religious household where every other day seemed to be a Fast Day and Mrs. Mansur, housekeeper to Father Ignatius, was extremely hostile.




  When Atayla had first been brought to the Mission in Tangiers, she was unconscious and it was some time before she realised where she was or could remember what had happened.




  Then the whole horror of the sudden attack by the desert robbers upon herself and her father as they were making their way towards Tangiers seemed like a nightmare from which she could not awaken.




  It seemed extraordinary, after Gordon Lindsay had travelled all over North Africa without coming to any harm, although there had been moments of danger, that when he was almost within sight of Tangiers at the end of his latest expedition, disaster had struck.




  It might have been anticipated, Atayla thought now, as she remembered how few servants they had with them, because in the first place one of their camels had died and the other had been too weak to make the journey home and secondly they could not afford to buy replacements.




  The result was that she was now destitute.




  Her father was dead and she was penniless, but she had to pull herself together and work out how she could get back to England and once there find some of her father’s relatives and hope that they would look after her until she could find employment of some sort.




  It was all too much of an effort!




  She felt so weak and her head seemed to be stuffed full of cotton wool, so that she felt unable to use her brain and think things out sensibly and clearly.




  She looked round the airless low-ceilinged kitchen and wondered what she should eat.




  Last week, when she had first been able to get out of bed, she was aware that the housekeeper not only grudged her every mouthful she ate but was also wildly jealous because Father Ignatius, for whom she had an admiration that was almost idolatrous, talked to her.




  An elderly man, kind and extremely sympathetic to all those who came to him in trouble, Father Ignatius ran the Mission.




  It consisted of Catholic Missionaries who had training in medicine and they went out to preach the Gospel to the Arab tribes, who in most cases had no wish to listen to them.




  But the Missionaries’ lives were dedicated to converting the heathen and, if they suffered intolerable hardships and sometimes premature death in the process, they would undoubtedly be accepted in Heaven with open arms.




  But such ideals apparently had not communicated themselves to the housekeeper.




  Atayla knew that she must make plans to leave and decided that she would talk about it to Father Ignatius that evening after supper.




  Because she would be eating with him, she would at least have something of a square meal, unless, of course, it was a Fast Day.




  In the meantime she was hungry and she remembered that last night had been one of the evenings on which a long grace was said over two slices of coarse bread and there had been nothing else for supper except a glass of water.




  She opened the cupboards in the kitchen and found a very small egg, which, because it was pushed to the back behind some cups, she was sure Mrs. Mansur had deliberately hidden from her.




  She put it on the kitchen table and then found a loaf of stale bread from which she cut herself a thick slice and toasted it in front of the range, in which the fire had almost died out.




  It all took time and by the time she had poached the egg and put it on the bread she was no longer hungry.




  But because she had had much experience in coping with illness during her travels with her father, she forced herself to eat and, when the last crumb was finished, she knew that she felt a little stronger.




  ‘What I should really enjoy,’ she told herself, ‘is a fat chicken that has been roasted in the oven, some fresh vegetables from an English garden and new potatoes.’




  Then she laughed at the idea. It seemed so out of keeping with the brilliant sunshine outside, which was really too hot at midday to be enjoyable.




  She sat at the table with the empty plate in front of her and told herself that now was the moment when she must plan her future.




  There was just a chance that her father’s publishers, if she could get in touch with them, would give her a small advance on the latest manuscript that her father had sent them only a month ago.




  By the mercy of God, it had not been with them when the robbers had left them for dead and made off with everything they possessed.




  They had even stripped her father of his clothing, Atayla subsequently learnt, but they did not touch her, apart from stabbing her in the shoulder and had left her unconscious.




  The horses they had been riding and the one camel they had left, which was worth at least one hundred pounds and had been carrying all their worldly possessions, had vanished.




  Atayla was left with just what she stood up in and, as she said herself, not even a penny to bless herself with.




  She started worrying that even if the publishers did give her a small advance, it would not be enough for her fare to England and she would have to throw herself on the mercy of the British Consul.




  But when she had suggested this to Father Ignatius, he had not been very optimistic.




  From what he said she gathered that there were far too many English people who found themselves stranded in North Africa because they had either been robbed or had lost their money through sheer carelessness and the British Consul would help them back to their own country only under very extenuating circumstances.




  Atayla considered that her father, having a fine reputation amongst scholars, might come into this category.




  At the same time every instinct in her body shied away from asking for charity and doubtless having to submit to an humiliating cross-examination as to why her father was not better off.




  While scholars like himself and explorers who acknowledged him to be an authority would understand, it would be quite a different matter to explain to some Senior Clerk that her father had dedicated his life to research into the tribes of North Africa, especially the Berbers.




  As very little was known about these people and since so much about their history, their religion and their habits was secret, Gordon Lindsay knew that he was contributing something of great importance to historical research.




  ‘Perhaps when Papa’s book is published,’ Atayla thought, ‘he will be acclaimed as he should have been in his lifetime.’




  At the same time she had the dismal idea that, as in the case of other books he had written and articles he had contributed to the Royal Geographical Society and the Société des Géographes, only a chosen few would appreciate his discoveries and his sales would be infinitesimal.




  ‘I will have to rely on myself,’ Atayla thought and wondered what qualifications she had for earning money.




  That she could speak Arabic and a number of African dialects was hardly a saleable ability if she returned to England.




  Equally she knew that it would be impossible for her to live alone in any part of Africa and she had the uncomfortable feeling that, if she stayed in the Mission or in any other place that catered for unattached young women, she would come up against the same hostility that she was experiencing in the house of Father Ignatius.




  Her mother, before she died, had said to her,




  “You are going to be very lovely, my darling, just as Papa and I always thought you would be. But you will have to face the truth that a beautiful woman always pays a penalty for her looks.”




  Atayla had not understood, and her mother had smiled as she went on,




  “There will be men who will pursue you and women who will hate you. I can only hope, my dearest, that you will find a man who will make you as happy as I have been with your father.”




  “Have you really been happy, Mama,” Atayla had asked, “without a proper home, always wandering, always moving from one place to another?”




  Just for a moment there had been a radiant expression on her mother’s face before she answered,




  “I think it would be impossible for any woman to be as happy as I have been! Everything I have done with your father has been so exciting and, even when things have been desperate, uncomfortable and dangerous, we have always managed to laugh.”




  That was true, Atayla thought, for when her mother had died it seemed as if the laughter had gone out of her father’s life and hers.




  She had tried desperately to take her mother’s place in looking after him and seeing that he had proper meals and making their journeys from place to place, sometimes across unknown, uncharted deserts, a happy adventure.




  But while her father had loved her and she loved him, she had always known that he missed her mother desperately.




  Although he still laughed, the spontaneity and the joy had been left behind in an unmarked grave in an Arab village that was so small it did not even have a name.




  Once or twice during their married life her father and mother had returned to England and she had been born there.




  They had gone back six years ago when her mother’s father had died and Atayla had met a number of relations, all of whom disapproved of her father and the life he led.




  Because she had been only twelve at the time, it was hard to remember them at all clearly, but she was sure that they would not welcome her with any enthusiasm if she arrived orphaned and penniless on their doorstep.




  Her father’s relatives lived in the far North of England on the border of Scotland.




  It was perhaps his Scottish blood that had made him an adventurer and his North Country brain that had made him a writer.




  Atayla remembered now that, although his parents were dead, he had a brother who was older than he was, but he had not heard from him for several years.




  She had the uncomfortable feeling that he might be dead. There was also a sister who was married, but try as she would she could not remember her married name.




  The only thing to do, she told herself practically, would be to go North and look for them.




  Then she asked herself how she could find the money to do that.




  It was depressing now to remember that her father, before they had set off on their last expedition, had drawn everything he possessed, which was only a few hundred pounds, out of the Bank in Tangiers.




  He had spent most of it on the animals and servants they required for their journey, but, when they were on the way back, he reckoned that there was enough money left to keep them in comfort for a month or so when they reached Tangiers.




  “What we will do,” he said, “is rent ourselves a small house on the outskirts of the town and the two articles I intend to write for the Société des Géographes, who are always interested in Africa, will bring in quite a good sum. Then we must decide, my dearest, what to do next.”




  Atayla had not worried. She was used to what her mother called ‘living from hand to mouth’ and was content to accept her father’s optimism that something would turn up, as it invariably had.




  But now her father was not there and for the first time in her life she was really frightened about the future.




  She had sat so long in thought at the kitchen table that she started when she heard the front door open and knew that it was Father Ignatius returning.




  Quickly she jumped to her feet and put her plate in the sink, meaning to wash it up later, and went from the kitchen to speak to him.




  A good-looking man of nearly sixty, with deep lines on his face and eyes tired from overwork, Atayla knew he found the sun too strong in the middle of the day, which was why he had returned to the Mission to rest in the small room he had fitted up as a study.




  As Atayla appeared, he smiled, put down his flat clerical hat with its wide brim, and said,




  “Ah, there you are, my child. I want to talk to you.”




  “And I want to talk to you, Father, if you have the time.”




  “Then let’s go into my study,” Father Ignatius suggested. “It will be cooler there.”




  “Can I get you something to drink?” Atayla asked.




  “A glass of water would be very refreshing.”




  Atayla went into the kitchen and, having poured some water into a glass, found one withered lime in the wicker basket that should have contained fruit.




  She sliced it and squeezed what little juice there was into the water, hoping that it would at least give it a pleasant taste.




  She knew it was what her father would have wanted, but she had the feeling that Father Ignatius, deep in his thoughts and prayers, would hardly have noticed if she had poured him a glass of champagne!




  She took the water to where he was already seated in one of the worn bamboo chairs that had seen better days and he took the glass from her absentmindedly and drank a little as she sat down beside him.




  “You are too tired to talk now,” Atayla said. “I will let you rest and come back in an hour.”




  “I think the person who should be resting is you,” Father Ignatius replied. “How do you feel?”




  “Better,” Atayla answered, “and the wound on my shoulder has healed, although it does not look very pretty. But, as no one is likely to see it, it is of no particular importance.”




  She spoke lightly, hoping that Father Ignatius would smile, but he was staring ahead of him. Then, as if he had not even heard what she said, he suggested,




  “I have a proposition to put to you, Atayla, although I am not certain it is the right thing for me to do.”




  Atayla was surprised by his tone of voice and she answered,




  “If it is a proposition that I can make some money from, Father, you know it is something I have to consider. Everything Papa possessed was taken by the robbers and I can only be grateful that the manuscript of his last book was already on its way to England.”




  “We should certainly thank God that it’s safe,” Father Ignatius replied, “and that you, my child, did not lose your life, which is a more precious possession than anything else.”




  “I agree, Father,” Atayla answered. “At the same time, as you are well aware, I now have to keep myself or at least make enough money so that I can return to England and find Papa’s relatives, if they are still alive.”




  There was a little silence.




  Then Father Ignatius said,




  “That is what I want to tell you about. God indeed often moves in mysterious ways.”




  Atayla waited, her eyes on his face, knowing that he did not like to be hurried when he had something to relate.




  “Today,” Father Ignatius began, “I received a request from a doctor to visit a lady, who is one of his patients and who is very ill.”




  He spoke seriously and, as if he was choosing every word with care, he went on,




  “She lives in one of the fine villas overlooking the bay and, when I saw her, she requested me to find her an Englishwoman who would take her child, a little girl, back to England.”




  Atayla, who had been leaning back in the bamboo chair she had seated herself in, sat upright.




  She could hardly believe that she had heard what the Priest was saying and it seemed already as if she saw a light at the end of a dark tunnel.




  “This lady was very insistent,” Father Ignatius went on, “that the person who should escort her child should be an Englishwoman and, as I talked to her I thought of you, realising that this could be the answer to your problem. It would enable you to return to your own country without it costing you anything.”




  Atayla drew in her breath.




  “Father Ignatius, that is exactly what I want! How wonderful that you should have had such a request at this very moment!”




  The Priest did not speak and after a moment Atayla asked,




  “What is worrying you? Why are you not pleased by the idea?”




  Again Father Ignatius seemed to be feeling for words.




  Then he said,




  “The lady in question calls herself the Comtesse de Soisson, but she was honest with me, although actually I was already aware of her circumstances. She is not, in fact, married to the Comte de Soisson, who she is living with.”




  Atayla drew in her breath again.




  She was aware that there were many people in Tangiers who were not accepted by the Spanish, who dominated the Social life of the town.




  People of other nationalities for personal reasons made Tangiers their home because they found it convenient to live as they wished without incurring too much censure and condemnation.




  There was a pause before she asked,




  “Is the lady’s child, who is to return to England, English or French?”




  “It is a little girl and she is English.”




  “Then I shall be very willing to take her.”




  “I thought that was what you would say,” Father Ignatius said. “At the same time it is not right that you should come in contact with a woman who in the eyes of God and His Church is living a life of sin.”




  “Is this lady a Catholic?”




  Father Ignatius shook his head.




  “No, but the Comte is and he has left his wife and family in France.”




  The way the Priest spoke told Atayla how deeply he deprecated such behaviour, but she could not help feeling that from her own point of view this was unimportant.




  All that mattered was that she could take the lady’s daughter back to England, which at least would be the first step in planning to fend for herself.




  Because she thought that the Priest was hesitating as to whether he would allow her to do such a thing, she bent forward to say eagerly,




  “Please, Father, you must realise what this opportunity will mean to me. I have no other way of returning to England, unless I can find work of some sort in Tangiers. Even then it would take me a very long time to save up enough money for my fare and I have nowhere to stay while I am working.”




  She saw the Priest’s lips move to say that she could stay here with him, but it was quite unnecessary for either of them to say aloud what opposition there would be to this from Mrs. Mansur.




  Father Ignatius was too astute and too used to dealing with every type and condition of person not to realise how deeply his housekeeper resented Atayla being in the Mission.




  Her antagonism seemed to vibrate through the small rooms, making not only Atayla but Father Ignatius himself feel that every word Mrs. Mansur uttered was like an unsheathed sword.




  “Please, Father,” Atayla pleaded. “Let me go and see this lady and tell her that I am willing to do what she wishes.”




  The Priest’s lips tightened and then he replied,




  “I have prayed, Atayla. I have prayed all the time I was returning home that I should do the right thing. You are too young to come in contact with such wickedness and yet what is the alternative?”




  “I promise you, Father, that this wickedness, as you call it, will not affect me. I shall be concerned only with the child and, when she and I leave Tangiers, she will be free of any bad influence her mother might have over her.”




  As she spoke, Atayla thought that the worry in the Priest’s eyes cleared a little.




  Then he said,




  “Now that your father and mother are with God, I feel that the responsibility for what you should do rests with me. That is why I am afraid for you and yet I am aware that we are all in the hands of a Power greater than ourselves.”




  “I believe that too,” Atayla said. “But you must be aware, Father, that because Papa and I went to such very strange places and met tribes with many strange customs, I am not ignorant of life and people as I would be if I had just been brought up quietly in England.”




  This time the Priest smiled.




  “I suppose that is true and, as you say, the customs of some of the tribes would certainly shock many English people if they became aware of them.”




  “Therefore, Father,” Atayla said quickly, “perhaps it is God’s will that I should have this chance to go to England and I am sure that the child’s relatives, who will welcome her back, live exemplary lives!”




  The Priest sighed.




  Then, as if he was aware of Atayla’s eagerness and there seemed to be no alternative, he suggested,




  “Go and rest, my child, and when it is cooler I will take you to meet this lady. It is quite a walk and you must not overtire yourself after being so ill.”




  Atayla knew that she had won and her eyes lit up as she answered him,




  “Thank you, thank you, Father! I feel sure you will never regret allowing me to do this and I am more grateful than I can say that in this way I can reach England without worrying about how I can find the money.”




  The Priest did not speak and Atayla sensed that he was praying that he had made the right decision.




  She left the room, closing the door quietly behind her, and went up to her small bedroom, which was very hot at this time of the day.




  She lay down on her bed, thinking that once again, as her father would have said, something had ‘turned up’.




  That there were difficulties and everything was not plain sailing was unimportant beside the fact that this was the means for her to travel to England.




  She hoped that wherever she had to take the child, it would be somewhere in the North, from where she would have a shorter journey to Baronswell, where her father’s family house was situated.




  Because he had been so obsessed by his work in Africa, her father had very seldom talked of his life as a boy or of his family.




  It was her mother who had described to Atayla the large grey brick house standing in its own grounds where her father had been born and where she had been taken when they became engaged to meet his father and mother.




  “They were rather awe-inspiring,” her mother had said, “and Papa’s brother disapproved of the marriage because he insisted that we could not afford it.”




  Her mother had laughed as she had added,




  “I think they were very surprised that I had agreed to marry your father and my own family were furious, having expected me to make a very much more advantageous match from a Social point of view.”




  “Is that because you were so pretty, Mama?” Atayla had asked.




  “Your father thought I was beautiful,” her mother replied. “My father, who was a Baronet, was very proud of his family tree and, as I was his only child and he was bitterly disappointed not to have a son, he expected great things of me.”




  “He did not approve of Papa?”




  “He thought him delightful – how could he fail to do that?” her mother replied loyally. “But he had no money and was determined to go to Africa and I was equally determined to travel with him.”




  Her mother laughed as she added,




  “I might as well have suggested flying to the moon or setting off for the North Pole. They all talked about Africa as if they were not certain such a place even existed!”




  “But you enjoyed it, Mama?”




  “I have loved every moment of being with your father,” her mother answered, “and actually I have become as interested as he is in the tribes and their strange evolution from their contacts with other peoples.”




  As her mother spoke, Atayla knew that she was speaking of how the Berbers, with whom her father was particularly concerned, had mingled with their successive conquerors – the Phoenicians, the Romans, the Vandals and the Arabs.




  When her father had taken his family to the Rif mountains, where the majority of the Berbers lived, being known there as the ‘Rifft’, she had begun to understand why he found them so interesting.




  Then year after year as she grew older she began to learn the history of the people of North Africa, who seemed more complex and at the same time more fascinating than any others she read about in her history books.




  She followed the invasion of the Arabs who came from Arabia to the ‘lands of the farthest West’ with ‘a sword in one hand and a Koran in the other’.




  She studied the Moors, whose ancestors overran Spain in their endeavour to spread the Islamic faith and her father taught her the code of that faith, which enabled its followers to decide what was good and noble in man.




  There was so much to learn, so much to admire and, if there were aspects of it that seemed bestial and evil, they were not so significant as what was good and fine in the peoples who had roamed over the desert for century upon century.




  ‘What does it matter to me if the Comtesse is not really a Comtesse and is living with a man who has deserted his wife and family?’ Atayla asked herself.




  Then she knew how horrified Father Ignatius would be at the question.




  ‘Of course it is wrong,’ she admitted. ‘But Papa never passed judgement on anyone unless they committed an act of cruelty. He believed that everybody had to find their own salvation for themselves and that is what I want to believe too.’




  To think of her father brought tears to her eyes and made her realise how much she missed him and how difficult it would be to face the future without him.




  Because she had been so ill when she had been picked up by some kindly travellers and brought unconscious to Father Ignatius in Tangiers, it had been a long time before the loss of her father had had its full impact upon her mind.




  In her first moments of consciousness she had shrunk from acknowledging it even to herself because it was too painful to contemplate.




  Then, as the days went by and the dagger wound in her body healed, she realised that she was all alone in the world with nobody to turn to or to help and guide her and she wished that the robbers had killed her as they had killed her father.




  Then, because she was young and life was an irresistible force, she knew she had to face matters as they were and not as she wanted them to be.




  She could almost hear her father laughing at her for being a coward and being afraid.




  ‘Don’t worry, something will turn up,’ he was saying and that was exactly what had happened!




  *




  Walking through the crowded streets with Father Ignatius, Atayla was too used to women in burnouses and yashmaks shuffling along in babouches and men wearing fezzes to notice anything but the way Father Ignatius was leading her.




  She was aware that they were leaving the flat-topped houses behind and were climbing a small hill behind the town. They had not gone far before he pointed to where there was a large white villa surrounded by a high wall.




  They went a little farther and now the view over the sea was breathtaking. But the ground beneath their feet was stony and there were a number of small goats grazing on the tufts of grass and flowers between the stones.




  There were trees, the leaves of which were thick and dark in colour, and Atayla thought that they were very beautiful silhouetted against the sky.




  She wished she could share their loveliness with somebody, but realised that the Priest walking beside her was deep in thought or prayer, his rosary swinging from his waist with each movement of his sandaled feet.
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