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Preface to the 2013 Edition





In 1973 I went to America to publicise my biography of David Livingstone, which would be well received and attract far more attention than any of my novels had done. It would have made sense (commercially at least) for me to have started work at once on another biography, building on that earlier success; and indeed I rapidly signed a contract to write Charles Darwin’s life. But my heart was never in this new venture and when I met the head of one of America’s biggest paperback houses in New York, and he enthused about historical novels, I listened with interest. With my skills as a historian and a novelist, he asked, had it never occurred to me to put the two together? As a matter of fact it had, and in the days following this conversation, the idea became increasingly attractive. With considerable difficulty I cancelled the Darwin contract, returned the advance, and during the next year or so wrote Until the Colours Fade instead. Eager to try something entirely new (to me at any rate), I had conceived of the panoramic idea for the book several days after that meeting in New York, while I was still in America.


My mother’s great-great grandfather had been flag-captain to the Admiral of the Fleet in the Crimea, and her possession of his diaries, drawings and other papers had fascinated me for years. My ancestor came from a longish line of naval officers and had a great pride in the professionalism of the navy (naval commissions could not be bought as they could in the army) and an unshakable belief in its importance to the nation. I imagined how members of a family like his might have behaved towards those of a self-made factory owner, and of a pleasure-seeking aristocrat, all of them living near to one of the rapidly expanding English mill towns. Might the rivalries, alliances and open conflicts inevitable between them in peace-time in their provincial ambience, pursue them overseas in war-time when the Crimean campaign started and some were drawn into the fighting?


So when I’d finally decided what I wanted to do with them all, did this new type of fiction live up to my sanguine expectations? I’d anticipated escaping the overwhelming, almost crushing load of research involved in writing a major biography, and, yes, I did to a large extent avoid it. Nevertheless, digging out the elusive atmospheric facts that give verisimilitude to vanished Victorian lives would not prove as easy as I’d imagined. Yet every hard-won detail unearthed – such as the fact that male aristocrats often had a manservant break in their new boots and shoes, and that straw on the road in front of a town house usually meant that there was a sick person inside (the straw being there to deaden the sound of passing carriage wheels) – gave me a thrill. Such details are essential in the recreation of vanished milieus, whether life in the mid-Victorian navy or in an artist’s studio or in the backstreets of a northern mill town. To keep the human story going, while setting the gritty scene as vividly as I knew how, was a challenge that soon fascinated me.


Tim Jeal


May 2013
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A stranger visiting Rigton Bridge in the early 1850s would have been surprised to learn, as he sniffed the smoke in the air, that so large a manufacturing town had been little more than a straggling village thirty years before. Only the main street, with its two inns, church and market-place, remained as evidence of the days when the butcher’s stock-in-trade was a half-sheep and the solitary hardware shop kept such rural oddities as sheep nets and gunpowder. Now these countrified shops had gone; there was no grocer selling bread, and the tailor, who had proudly displayed bonnets and stays alongside swallow-tail coats, had lost his feminine custom to three smart London milliners’ shops with wide plate-glass windows. Even the market cross had vanished – demolished to make way for the new ‘classical’ Town Hall. But more remarkable than these changes, stranger even than the construction of an entirely new suburb of neat villas west of the town, was the disappearance of the water-meadows. Here, the once deserted banks of the river were lined with coal wharfs and timber yards, and on the blackened water floated strings of barges filled with raw cotton in sacks and square bales of woven calico. Close at hand, vast barrack-like mills imposed their many-windowed cliffs of blackened brick upon the surrounding houses.


Behind the mills, the streets were cobbled and faultlessly regular: row upon parallel row of small back-to-back houses all gently sloping down towards the factories as though deliberately lined up to draw attention to the source of the town’s wealth. Only on the far side of the river had the victorious march of bricks and mortar been temporarily checked by stubborn pockets of undeveloped countryside, where dunghills and cowsheds stood their ground against the advancing tile yards and brick fields, and in half-finished streets an unyielding mixture of cinders and frozen mud hampered the efforts of the builders.


The most arresting symbol of the new era – more noticeable even than the twenty or so tall factory chimneys – was the soaring railway viaduct with its wide arches etched hard and black against the sky. The elegantly gabled railway station, built in a style bizarrely combining medieval and Tudor elements, was not to be found in the centre of the town but two miles to the northeast; a position dictated partly by the height of the hills surrounding the low-lying town, and partly by the refusal of a local landowner to sell the railway company the only other feasible site.


From this station, in the late afternoon of 7 November 1852, a batch of strikers convicted of riot and arson were to be conveyed by train to Wakefield. Rigton Bridge also had its prison, but, because of the explosive situation in the town, the authorities had thought it advisable to accommodate the prisoners elsewhere.


The present trouble followed a pattern which had been familiar throughout the previous decade, when large fluctuations in the demand for finished cotton had led periodically to lower wages and sackings. Now in Rigton Bridge a reduction in wages had been answered by a concerted strike at three mills; an action the masters had countered with dismissals and then with the replacement of those discharged by Irishmen from Belfast and Liverpool. There had been riots at one mill; the gates had been broken down, the fires put out and the boilers destroyed. The yeomanry had been called out and arrests made. Those convicted were the men about to be transferred by rail to Wakefield.


In normal circumstances such incidents, while deplored, were frequent enough not to excite undue alarm. But industrial unrest with a parliamentary election pending was another matter; and when, furthermore, as was the case, one of the candidates were also the owner of the very mill where the worst violence had taken place, the situation was considered potentially disastrous. Because of the strike, now backed by the Spinners’ Union, every cotton operative in the town could be expected to be on the streets on polling day, and since every one of them was barred from voting by the property qualification, the chances of them watching peacefully while the small shopkeepers and other ten pound householders elected the wealthiest manufacturer in the town to parliament, were thought exceptionally remote, even given the dampening influence which regular cavalry might provide.


*


The light was fading and a porter had already lit the gaslamps outside the ticket hall, when half-a-dozen yeomanry troopers under a sergeant rode into the station yard, dismounted and formed up in line, grumbling about the cold. When the sergeant had checked with the station-master that the train was not due for another half-hour, they went into the waiting room to sit by the small coal fire. Not many minutes later a pale young man with dark curling hair, and wearing a brown caped overcoat, pulled up his horse a hundred yards from the station, jumped down from the saddle and led the animal into a turnip field where he tethered him. Then he walked on across country until he reached the railway track, which he did not cross, but, keeping in the shadow of the embankment, followed until he reached the end of the station platform. Here he paused to see that he was not observed and then clambered up onto the platform and concealed himself behind some milk churns, from which position he could see much of the station yard and platform.


There could not be many occasions, Tom Strickland reflected, on which an artist must need feel obliged to conceal himself in order to witness a scene he might later wish to paint from memory, but today was undoubtedly one of them. Should news of his presence on the platform reach the ears of his current patron, there would be some embarrassing questions asked, not least because Joseph Braithwaite, whose portrait Strickland was working on, was the mill-owner whose property had suffered at the hands of the prisoners expected at the station. Caution was especially called for since George, Joseph Braithwaite’s only son, was the officer in command of the convicts’ yeomanry escort. Although Tom did not like George, who viewed artists as no better than superior tradesmen, he felt some sympathy with him for being obliged to perform the invidious task of guarding the men who had damaged one of his father’s mills; but, with his commanding officer out of town, George, as the only captain in Rigton Bridge, had had no choice. Tom’s interest in George’s predicament was nonetheless limited, nor did he feel any concern for how the part-timers of the yeomanry – mostly the sons of tenant farmers and local shopkeepers – would deal with a situation out of the usual run of field-days, church parades and other social functions, which, occasional disturbances apart, formed their only experience of soldiering.


Tom’s reason for crouching behind some milk churns on a cold November evening would have been viewed as madness by the Braithwaites: he wanted to see and memorise the faces of men who had risked so much and would now have to pay so heavily for their despairing attack on the cotton masters’ domination of the town. In Paris, two years before, Tom had been overwhelmed by the power of Daumier’s and Meissonier’s paintings of the 1848 revolution and, on his return to London, he had deserted the realms of idealised historical painting for unsentimental pictures of everyday life. Not only had this work been brutally criticised as squalid and devoid of all beauty and moral content, but he had failed to sell more than two large canvases in the following year. Heavily in debt he had been obliged to seek portrait commissions, and at the time had thought himself lucky to be employed by a manufacturer as wealthy as Joseph Braithwaite. But with the right theme, he still hoped to achieve the force of the best work he had seen at the Salon in 1850. These men, on their way to a decade of imprisonment for an hour’s surrender to blind rage, might provide just such a theme. While slightly uncomfortable at the idea of using their misery, Tom was encouraged by the thought that, by preparing to paint them, he was defying Joseph Braithwaite whose fury could be well imagined should he ever discover that his protégé considered convicted criminals a fitter subject for art than his noble face.


Fifteen minutes before the train was expected, Tom noticed the soldiers leave the waiting-room and take up positions outside the ticket-hall. Shortly afterwards he heard the clatter of approaching hoofs and saw a dozen mounted troopers sweep into the station yard just ahead of two horse-drawn omnibuses with shuttered windows. On each side of these vehicles rode six outriders and behind them came the main body of the troop, with George Braithwaite, resplendent in a dark green Light Dragoon uniform, in front of them and immediately behind the second omnibus. At George’s word of command the leading riders dismounted and Tom saw them disappear into the station and then emerge on the platform. Two came towards him but stopped fifteen yards short of his hiding place. Two others made for the other end of the platform and the rest jumped down onto the track and fanned out on the opposite side to cut off any prisoner who might try to make a break. In the yard the gates had been closed and men were being placed at intervals around the fence, the remaining forty or so dismounting and forming up on each side of the omnibuses.


Hearing a faint whistle, Tom gazed away towards the distant grey smudge of Rigton Bridge and the arches of the viaduct, on which he saw silhouetted a squat black engine with a tall smokestack and behind it the yellow and green carriages strung out like toys: small against the darkening sky.


When the train clanked and sighed to a halt in the station, no move was made to remove the prisoners from the omnibuses until the passengers getting out had left the platform. Just over a dozen people stepped down from the open-sided second class carriages; only one left the single first class coach. Tom watched this tall elegant man indicating to the porter with his gold-topped cane which boxes and portmanteaux to get down from the roof. Catching sight of the soldiers, this stranger showed no marked interest, but buttoned his fashionable dark green pilot coat, pulled on his kid gloves and adjusted his top hat before sauntering out into the yard where he engaged the only ‘fly’ in sight. The other passengers settled themselves in the station omnibus, which like the ‘fly’ was prevented from leaving the yard by the closed gates.


Once the shuttered omnibuses were unlocked, Tom was astounded by the speed and brutality with which the soldiers used the butts of their carbines to push and buffet their twenty odd handcuffed prisoners to the train. So sudden was their emergence and so rapid their progress to the two extra mail coaches set aside for their reception that Tom caught sight of little more than a few haggard unshaven faces and some worn fustian coats. Because he had expected cursing and defiant jeers, the uncomplaining silence of these men, driven like cattle across the platform, shocked Tom deeply. The only facial expressions he saw were not of anger or outraged dignity, but conveyed more the hunted fear and suspicion of trapped animals waiting for blows. Only one or two looked sullen. For the most part their eyes were fixed and expressionless, making them seem remote and strangely anonymous. Shaken by what he had seen and ashamed that he had expected more, Strickland crept down from behind the churns and retraced his steps beside the track.


It was much darker now and it took him longer than he had expected to find the field leading into the one where he had left his hired hack; but in spite of the delay he still calculated that the yeomanry would not have left the station yet and that there would therefore be no danger of blundering into George on the road back into Rigton Bridge. He had been riding little more than two minutes when he heard a crash followed by terrified screams coming from the road ahead. Overcoming a powerful urge to leave the road at once and ride as hard as he could across country in the opposite direction, he pressed on at a cautious trot, his heart pounding. Rounding a sharp bend he saw barely two hundred yards in front of him a scene of indescribable confusion. The road at this point cut into the side of a steep hill and was retained by a tall embankment of granite blocks. Beneath this embankment the two shuttered omnibuses, which had been on their way back to the town, were halted by a barrier across the road. A number of troopers, apparently no more than a quarter of the troop, were desperately struggling to clear away the pile of rocks and branches blocking their path, while above them, on top of the embankment, indistinct shapes of men with burning torches were visible, some of them levering up granite blocks with iron bars and sending them hurtling down onto the roofs of the stationary vehicles. The omnibus full of railway passengers had stopped just short of the most exposed part of the road, but its occupants, taking no chances, were tumbling out and slithering down the slope to the right of the road. Seconds later rioters were leaping down onto the road from the embankment and soon the hopelessly outnumbered troopers were struggling with a formidable mob; their slashing sabres no match for such numbers. One of the troopers’ horses shied and became entangled with the thrashing hoofs of a fallen omnibus hack, eventually crashing down on its flank. Another horse was hit by a rock as Tom watched. Too stunned to think at first, Tom turned his horse blindly and dug in his heels with all his strength. Half-way to the station he met the ‘fly’, which the well-dressed gentleman had hired, and yelled to the driver to stop; then, without waiting to see whether he did, galloped on to warn the rest of the troop. A minute or so later he saw them riding towards him in the distance. Tom reined in his horse and turned, ready to ride up beside George when he came level.


Braithwaite did not at first recognise Tom in the near darkness, but, when he did, his pale blue watery eyes bulged with anger.


‘What the devil are you doing here, Strickland?’


Tom did not answer the question but hurriedly told him what he had seen. George nodded, as though to assure Tom that he had expected as much.


‘Hadn’t you better order your men to stop?’ Tom asked hesitantly, as they approached the final bend which would reveal the chaos ahead. Strickland looked about him uneasily and was shocked not to see any sign of the ‘fly’, for they had passed the point at which he had shouted to the driver.


‘I know what I’m about,’ drawled George dismissively, taking a hand from his reins and tugging at his drooping sandy moustache: a gesture which Tom supposed was intended to convey nonchalance, but which in fact gave the impression of nervousness. The affected stiffness of George’s posture and his absurdly elaborate uniform with its enormous epaulettes filled Tom with fury.


‘Stay on this road and you’ll be killed,’ he blurted out.


George turned to him scornfully and was about to shout back when he caught his breath. They had reached the bend where the embankment began and George had gained his first view of the scene of bloodshed and confusion, now luridly illuminated by the fiercely burning omnibuses. By the time George turned to his trumpeter, the troopers behind had already halted without waiting for the order. George too had pulled up his horse and was gazing ahead with stupefaction, evidently having thought that Strickland had been exaggerating. In spite of the cold, beads of sweat had broken out around the band of his imposing plumed shako. He had supposed that he would be able to leave the road to get round any obstacle placed there, but the sheer embankment to the left ruled out any attempt to get up behind the rioters, and, the road itself being impassable, his only other option was the precipitous slope to the right. Even in daylight horses would probably stumble and fall on the loose stones and rocks; at night it would be suicidal to try. It was no more than ten seconds since they had halted, but it seemed immeasurably longer. George apparently had no idea what to do, and Tom could think of nothing. It was then that he noticed the ‘fly’ pulled up to the side of the road under the shadow of the embankment some fifty yards away. A moment later the impeccably dressed man in the silk top hat and green pilot coat got out, and, seemingly oblivious to any danger, walked calmly up to them.


‘Better dismount, I daresay,’ said the stranger, as though perfectly aware of George’s dilemma. ‘Should be able to get a shot at the embankment from down there,’ he went on, pointing down the slope to his right with his cane to a place where the rocky ground flattened out into a small plateau.


Braithwaite listened speechless and the blood rushed to his cheeks; nor, Tom imagined, would the soundness of this dandified civilian’s advice improve George’s temper.


‘I know my duty, sir,’ snapped George and then barked out the order to dismount and draw carbines. While the troopers fumbled with their ramrods and cartridges, the stranger said with quiet emphasis:


‘Some shots in the air to start with might discourage them, I suppose?’


‘I’m no butcher,’ George replied stiffly.


‘I hope not, Mr Braithwaite,’ replied the other with a hint of a smile. ‘Wouldn’t care to be a witness in the coroner’s court.’


Tom noticed George’s face freeze as he recognised his adviser.


‘Crawford,’ he gasped.


The gentleman raised his hat a fraction before turning on his heel and walking back to the ‘fly’ with the same unhurried step.


As the troopers started to slide down the wet rocks to the flatter ground below, Tom was wondering what he should do when the driver of the ‘fly’ came up to him, touched his hat and murmured:


‘Gen’lman wants a word with you.’


Strickland dismounted and the driver took his horse’s bridle. The interior of the ‘fly’ was dimly lit by reflected light from the carriage lamp outside. A sudden feeling of unease made him pause before mounting the step. He heard an impatient voice:


‘Come on, man; those fools are nervous enough to shoot at anything that moves.’ Tom sat down on the worn leather seat. His host smiled reassuringly, displaying a glimpse of white and very regular teeth. ‘Yeomanry regiments are all the same.’


The silence which followed, although embarrassing Tom, evidently did not have that effect on his neighbour, for when Tom made as if to speak he was silenced with a wave of the hand. Irritated at first by this gesture, Tom soon realised that the other was listening for the soldiers’ shots. He had heard George call this stranger Crawford, and this intrigued him, since George hoped to marry a Miss Catherine Crawford. From George – who was lonely as well as rich and, when drunk, condescended to treat his father’s humble artist with a measure of familiarity – Tom knew something of the Crawfords. The head of the family was Rear-Admiral Sir James Crawford, a widower, at present at sea. Catherine lived in her father’s house, four miles from Rigton Bridge, with her brother Charles, a naval officer currently ashore on half-pay. From the frequency with which George spoke of Charles’s excellent professional prospects and his future as heir to his father’s baronetcy, Tom had assumed that if they were not already friends, George had such a relationship in mind. Strangely George had never mentioned another brother. But possibly this newly arrived Crawford was a cousin or more remote relative. As he was pondering the stranger’s identity, Tom heard two stuttering volleys ring out. Then an eerie silence was followed by a distant roar of rage and fear, broken by the screams of a man who must have been hit. At this sound, Crawford leapt from his seat and flung open the door, his face contorted with anger. Tom got out too, in time to see torches being flung away on the embankment, and figures running pell-mell along the parapet and jumping down into the road on the far side of the blazing vehicles.


‘That’s that then,’ said Crawford with a shrug of the shoulders, apparently in control of his indignation, but then bursting out: ‘Should have used regular troops. Any half-wit ought to have guessed what was coming when he saw no crowd at the station.’


Tom was uncertain whether Crawford’s anger stemmed from a fastidious dislike of military bungling or from sympathy with the rioters, who had been so easily routed by an incompetent force.


‘Do you know about the prisoners?’ he asked quietly.


‘Don’t need to. Rioters, strikers, looters – makes no difference. No magistrate transfers prisoners unless he expects trouble in a town.’


Three more shots came from the lower ground to the right. Crawford compressed his lips and led Tom back to the ‘fly’.


‘God knows when they’ll get the road cleared,’ he sighed.


Crawford had a peculiar effect on Tom: he was impressed by his decisiveness and air of authority, but chilled by his manner which he found aloof and cold. He could not fathom him at all; there was something enigmatic about him, an almost frightening quality. In the fitful light cast by the flames outside, Tom had noticed Crawford’s eyes: a deep blue-grey colour under dark lashes; eyes at times remote and dull, as if he were weary and bored, at others glinting with a sharpness that was disconcerting.


The two men sitting side by side were very different in appearance: Strickland’s features being softer, less angular, his lips fuller, and his expressions and mannerisms gentler, more fleeting and less precise. Crawford’s skin was bronzed, Tom’s of an ivory pallor by contrast with his dark eyes and the black loose curls that framed his face. Crawford’s hair was cut severely short, not waved nor brushed forward in the new fashion. He looked, Tom thought, about thirty, roughly five years older than himself.


Tom found the damp confined interior of the carriage oppressive with its smell of straw and musty leather. The silence worried him, and he was wondering whether he had been asked into the ‘fly’ solely because it offered a degree of cover from stray shots, when Crawford turned to him abruptly and extended a gloved hand.


‘My name’s Crawford. Magnus Crawford.’


‘Thomas Strickland.’


‘My people come from Trawden way. Yours?’


How typical of his class, thought Tom, that he should have named the nearest village, when the house, Leaholme Hall, was one of the three largest in the neighbourhood.


‘My parents are dead. I come from London.’


‘You’re a friend of Braithwaite?’


‘His father’s sitting for me. I’m an artist.’


Magnus pulled out a flat silver flask and tossed it to Tom.


‘Some brandy, Mr Strickland?’


Tom refused, not knowing whether the offer had been made purely as a matter of form because Crawford wanted some himself, or whether he was really expected to accept. During the moment or two that he held the flask, he made out a few words of an inscription: ‘… Presented to Major Crawford … brother officers … garrison at Kandy … esteem and gratitude….’ There was also a date, which he did not take in.


Crawford frowned, evidently noticing the direction of Tom’s eyes and the slight hesitation before he returned the flask.


‘Ever been to Ceylon, Mr Strickland? Visitors usually enjoy the scenery. Excellent for pictures, I daresay.’


Tom shook his head and felt his cheeks burning, at what he thought was a reproof. After all the man had offered him the thing.


‘Shouldn’t I have read it? I’d be pleased if people were grateful to me for anything.’


‘Wouldn’t that depend on what they were grateful for?’ asked Magnus with a trace of mockery. ‘I led two companies against a mob of ill-fed, badly armed natives, a riot really. The Government called it a rebellion. The ones who didn’t run away were tried and most of them shot. I carried out some of those sentences.’ He had said this with a harshness that did not conceal the pain the memory caused him. ‘I was not being mock-modest, Mr Strickland.’


‘Why on earth have you kept it, feeling as you do?’


‘In case I grow forgetful. You see I’m not going back. I’ve sold my commission.’


Tom had a sudden recollection of something in the papers about a recent House of Commons Select Committee. The Governor of Ceylon had been recalled because of the evidence of two army officers. Improper land confiscations and illegal courts martial – something of that sort had been levelled at him.


‘You gave evidence against the Colonial Government?’


‘I did. After the damage had been done.’


Crawford deftly poured himself some brandy into the top, which was in the shape of a thimble-like cup, and swallowed hard. Then, having screwed on the top again, he gave Tom an appraising look, which seemed to say more clearly than words: I’ve told you something, now it’s your turn. So when Magnus asked him to tell him precisely what was happening in the town, Tom was not in the least surprised, and the eager intentness with which Crawford listened was very understandable given the situation outside.


Tom had briefly recounted what he knew about the origins of the violence and was telling him about the complication of Joseph Braithwaite’s candidature in the forthcoming election, when Magnus asked sharply:


‘Who’s behind old Braithwaite’s adoption?’


‘I’m not sure,’ replied Tom guardedly. He disliked being devious and was therefore bad at concealment. Crawford grinned at his embarrassment.


‘What about Lord Goodchild? He paused. ‘Well, Braithwaite couldn’t stand without his support, could he?’


Tom nodded reluctant agreement. The following day he hoped to secure Lord Goodchild’s commission to paint his wife’s portrait. He owed this chance to Joseph Braithwaite’s recommendation. Braithwaite was the wealthiest manufacturer in the district, Goodchild the largest landowner. With two such lucrative commissions in close succession, Tom hoped to be able to devote the best part of a year to work of his own choosing. He did not intend to jeopardise these prospects by committing indiscretions. A year free of financial anxieties mattered a great deal to him. Six months ago he had been reduced to sign-painting and tinting architects’ plans. Before that he had been living on a diet of bread and milk.


‘It’s a strange thing,’ mused Crawford. ‘Goodchild used to like the Braithwaites about as much as the cholera. He’s short of money, I daresay.’ He shot Tom a questioning glance.


‘You know these people far better than I.’ Tom realised, as he finished speaking, that he had said this more pointedly than he had intended, but he was nonetheless astonished when Crawford leant towards him with burning eyes and said with a gentleness utterly at variance with the obsessive determination of his expression:


‘Listen, Strickland. I know you need Braithwaite’s money. I know what it’s like to be frightened … like last year when I did nothing until matters ended … I told you how.’ He paused and looked at Tom with a softer expression. ‘You must see that there’ll be a blood-bath on polling day unless the strike ends or Braithwaite withdraws his candidature.’


‘What have I to do with such things?’ cried Tom, stung by Crawford’s moralistic tone, feeling anger, but, in spite of himself, an inner blush of shame.


‘If Braithwaite bought Goodchild, tell me,’ implored Magnus.


‘How could I possibly know?’


‘You’re staying in his house, aren’t you?’


Tom tossed back his head in exasperation.


‘To him I’m no more important than a governess or music-teacher. Would he tell me anything?’


‘Does George ever talk to you?’


‘I’m no use to you, I tell you. I accept the world as it is. Baronets’ sons may get Governors recalled and play politics. I have other things to do.’ Although Tom was sure that Crawford must be aware that he was trembling with suppressed fury, he showed no sign of being put out, but said calmly:


‘Understand this. A man like Braithwaite, whose power depends on an absence of will in others, ends up as their servant not their master. I’d no right to ask anything of you until better acquainted; but what if we’re not to meet again?’


‘When you’ve worked for Mr Braithwaite perhaps you will then tell me about servants and masters with more authority.’ Tom regretted the bitterness of his tone but could not help it. Normally pacific and courteous, he was appalled by the power of the emotions which Crawford’s challenge had aroused in him. Doubtless the man had personal reasons for wishing to confound Braithwaite. Then let him pursue the matter on his own without enlisting the help of the first likely-looking accomplice, with no thought for what it might cost him. The look of disappointment on Crawford’s face was so obviously genuine, that Tom could not help being disturbed by it.


‘If you want to find out anything about George,’ he said, ‘ask your sister.’ Tom had meant the suggestion to contain a slight irony, but when he saw the amazement with which it was received, he wished he had remained silent. Miss Crawford had promised George an answer to his proposal in three months; quite long enough surely for her to have written to her brother, even as far away as Ceylon. But apparently neither she nor Charles Crawford had said anything to him. He would have been several weeks in London giving evidence to the Select Committee. Confused, and mortified to have been indiscreet after all, Tom added quietly: ‘George Braithwaite hopes to marry your sister.’


‘Has Miss Crawford accepted?’ Magnus asked shakily.


‘She gives her answer next month.’


Crawford let out his breath in a long sigh of relief.


‘Well, Mr Strickland,’ he said, ‘you’ve told me something anyway.’


A moment later there was a loud tapping at the window, and Tom saw a soldier’s face under a plumed shako.


‘Cap’n Braithwaite wants summat wi’ you, sir,’ the man shouted through the glass, seeing Crawford in the far corner. Tom caught Crawford’s eye, and was surprised to find himself smiling. Seconds afterwards Magnus had left the ‘fly’ and was following the trooper down the road. As Tom stepped out, he saw George Braithwaite come up to Crawford, and heard him say:


‘Mr Crawford, I fear I must ask you to give up your carriage.’


Half-a-dozen frightened troopers were stumbling towards the ‘fly’ carrying three of their comrades. As they laid the wounded men down, Crawford bent over one, whose arm had been hanging limply and was now twisted to one side at an unnatural angle. Tom saw that the sleeve had been ripped open at the elbow, where the arm was a mess of lacerated flesh; blood was still welling steadily, and Tom thought he saw fragments of shattered bone. He had taken this in in a moment and looked away at once, feeling sick and faint. Not so Crawford, who grasped one of the troopers by the shoulder and shouted:


‘Your shirt, man, take off your shirt.’


The man hesitated; it was a cold night; but when Magnus tore open his tunic, the soldier hastened to oblige him. Magnus snatched the garment from him and ripped off a thin strip. With another man’s sabre he cut away the upper part of the wounded trooper’s sleeve and tied this crude tourniquet firmly round the arm above the wound. While Crawford had been at work, the other two, who seemed less seriously hurt, had been placed on the floor of the ‘fly’ under several fur-lined pelisses. The gravely wounded man was laid on the seat. Magnus took out his flask and helped the men on the floor to drink; when he had finished he turned furiously on Braithwaite.


‘These men owe their injuries to you, sir.’


Tom saw George flinch as though he had been struck.


‘Those fellows on the hill had nothing to do with it?’ George retorted, recovering some of his composure. Crawford’s eyes narrowed. Tom noticed dark blood-stains on his previously spotless gloves.


‘You sent a small detachment ahead in darkness on this road. Why?’


Braithwaite fiddled with the chin-strap of his shako; his face looked drawn and ghastly.


‘Damn it, Mr Crawford, we were surprised.’


‘You had no hostile demonstrations going to the station?’


‘On my honour, none.’


Crawford’s sardonic smile showed what he thought of George’s denial.


‘And where’s the man you hit? Or can I congratulate you on killing any others?’ Crawford pulled off his ruined gloves and tossed them away.


‘We fired high. We found no wounded.’


‘I suppose they’d leave men behind to spend years behind bars if they recovered? Better to risk mortifying wounds in some filthy cellar than that.’


‘Good God, Crawford, they chose to attack us.’ Braithwaite sounded more bewildered than angry. Tom expected Magnus to tell him that incompetence was an invitation, his plans amateur and negligent, and his inexperience a crime, but, to his surprise, Crawford merely wiped his hands on the shirt and sighed. Tom’s premonition of what Magnus would say to his sister, about the man who had proposed to her, made him wince. Having told George that the trooper’s arm needed immediate amputation, Crawford asked for a horse and suggested that his luggage be sent to Leaholme Hall the following day. He sounded tired and downcast. Although three horses had had to be shot, two men would be going with the wounded in the ‘fly’, so there was no difficulty about finding Crawford a horse and the troop-sergeant soon led one up to him.


As soon as Magnus had mounted he started the horse at a brisk trot. Braithwaite ran beside him.


‘I must entreat you to stop. We must escort you.’


With a gesture in the direction of the burnt out omnibuses, Crawford shook his head and, giving his horse a light flick with his cane, cantered into the darkness.


*


After the chaos of the past hour, the profound silence of the road ahead seemed strange to Magnus, and he had trouble getting used to the darkness now that the blazing vehicles were out of sight. At the first crossroads he turned his horse to the right and struck out across country. Earlier there had been clouds, but now the stars shone brightly from a clear frosty sky. In the distance he could make out well-remembered landmarks: the spire of Trawden church sharp against the skyline, the massive barn at Blayshaw Farm, and behind it the dark line of woods skirting the rugged moorland beyond. The windows of isolated cottages glowed palely with the light of smoking mutton-dips and rush tapers within. From across the fields he heard a shepherd’s dog barking. The horse’s hoofs thudded satisfyingly on the grassy track. But, though Magnus had not been in this once familiar country for almost seven years, he felt no emotion: all that had been spent on the station road. On his hands he was aware of the slight tackiness of dry blood. The bizarre coincidence of the riot with his return and the shock of hearing that George Braithwaite had proposed to Catherine, had left Magnus distraught and dazed.


His sister was the only member of his family for whom he felt real love, and it hurt him deeply to suspect that she might be considering marrying solely for convenience, even if thereby escaping a restricted life of dependence on her family. He hated this suspicion but, because she had not refused George outright, could not rid himself of it. He had been away too long to be sure that the girl he had known had not changed. Another thought haunted him: his powerful premonition of devastating violence on polling day. The two preoccupations seemed at first quite separate, and yet he could not help their merging in his mind. He was struck by the strange fact that the father of the man whom his sister might marry, also held the key to the wider problems in the town.


Magnus reined in his horse and, while the animal pawed fretfully at the ground, sat motionless, deep in thought. Action in one sphere might influence events in the other. Hadn’t he known enough corruption in Ceylon to be able to sniff out the same infection in Rigton Bridge? His hatred of the Braithwaites was a longstanding one. A moment later he was trembling with excitement. If he could prove Joseph guilty of electoral corruption – and few elections were free of bribery – he could defeat not only George’s marriage plans but also his father’s political ambitions. Nor could he be accused of personal spite: if Braithwaite was forced to stand down and abandon his candidature there would be no bloodshed on polling day, and Catherine would be saved a wretched and loveless marriage, since she would never marry into a family dishonoured by fraudulence. The perfect solution: private and public disaster averted by the same means.


The simplicity of the idea astounded and yet dismayed Magnus. There would be much he would never be able to find out. He felt suddenly despondent. Joseph Braithwaite would know how to cover his tracks. Then Magnus smiled. The artist. Of course. And the man had clearly known far more than he had been prepared to say. He had been evasive, certainly, but there had been an openness about him too: something very appealing. Magnus could not quite put his finger on it, but he had an intuitive hunch that, if faced with a clear-cut moral decision, Strickland would side with the angels. He was amused by his memory of the young man’s righteous remarks about baronets’ sons not understanding the vulnerable position of those without means. If he only knew my real situation, thought Magnus, my God if he only knew. But he will soon enough, if I need him; he will then.


Soon Magnus came to a decision not to return to Leaholme Hall that evening but to spend the night in Rigton Bridge. It would be better not to see Catherine until he had first made some inquiries in town. After so many years a day would be forgiven, and he had only specified the week during which he could be expected. Several hours before Magnus had felt close to despair; he had been returning home not just to see his brother and sister but because he could think of nowhere else to go; now matters seemed quite different. Old Braithwaite would be a formidable adversary, but there was always great consolation in having nothing to lose. The cold air stung Magnus’s hands and face as he rode, but he did not care. A rabbit crossed the track in front of him; in the distance he could see the lights of Rigton Bridge.


*


As he rode beside George, Tom Strickland made no attempts at conversation. Braithwaite’s morose silence suited him. If it persisted he might never have to explain why he had been at the station; if George were to ask, he had decided to fob him off with flattery about having been interested in his yeomanry duties, but reluctant to mention this in case George had felt imposed upon. In fact Tom was confident that George’s only wish would be to forget the events of the past few hours as swiftly as he knew how, and in any case Tom was still too disconcerted by his conversation with Crawford to give much thought to George.


While remaining as certain as ever he had been that it was harder to paint, with even average competence, than to perform the most exacting military duty, Tom could not help feeling that by being unforthcoming with Magnus, he had missed an opportunity – worse still that, where an important principle had been involved, he had let himself down. He was not proud to be working for Joseph Braithwaite, whom he knew to be ruthless and unscrupulous, and this increased his discomfort. Only when Tom thought of the work he would be doing in a few months’ time, while living on Braithwaite’s money, did his conscience disturb him less. He had a duty – as onerous as any military one and more compelling, because self-imposed – to convey his feelings in paint. There was nothing intellectual about it; he felt it as an emotional and intuitive necessity.


In the past year, without an adequate income, he had been constantly diverted and debilitated by the struggle to survive. Endless interruptions caused by the need to earn a few pounds, had made him almost despair of ever having a long enough period to mount a concentrated attack on particular problems which he had so far failed to solve: not just technicalities involving light and mass, but a way to make others see things through his eyes. He remembered the individuality of the men on the platform and yet their anonymity. To convey the tragedy of that paradox … that was something to be dreamed about. His recent failures had left him afraid that he had been trying to attain standards beyond his abilities, and this had terrified him. When his work had been rejected not just by the Academy and the British Institution, but by the lesser private galleries too, he had found it hard to produce anything. His sustaining hope had been then, and was still, that with the fair chance which a modest level of security would bring, he would be able to confront his terror of failure and prove that his faith in himself was grounded upon solid rock.


If George Braithwaite should say disparaging things about Crawford, Tom knew that he would not contradict him; if need be, he would add criticisms of his own. Joseph Braithwaite’s patronage meant more to him than money – far more. If he succeeded in securing Lord Goodchild’s commission too, he would have his long-awaited chance within sight. Nobody could divert me then, he told himself, not Crawford nor an army of such men.


Soon they were crossing the iron bridge over the river, the horses’ hoofs ringing out on the macadam. Tom clenched his teeth. A man in the ‘fly’ had started to scream; the agony of the sound mocked by its echo returning from the black cliff-like walls of the mills on the far shore.



















2





The elaborate wrought-iron gates with their tall flanking piers and heraldic griffins lay behind him and, ahead, the drive described a gentle curve across a mile of level parkland. Driving the Braithwaites’ new dog-cart with its high red wheels and wasp-like body, Tom Strickland smiled to himself as he gained his first sight of the honey-coloured stone of the east front of Hanley Park.


In the centre a fine portico – four slender Corinthian columns supporting a pediment – was crowned by a statue of Juno or Diana, and on each side, symmetrical wings, in the same neo-Palladian style, were topped with an elegant balustrade, its limits at each end marked by massive stone urns. The peaceful park and the formal grace of this classical building, glowing in the pale morning sunshine, contrasted so strangely with the industrial town five miles away that Tom, in spite of being nervous and very well aware of the purpose of his visit, could not escape a powerful sense of unreality – as though he were driving towards no real house, but through the frame of an eighteenth century painting into another world: an impression enhanced by the ornamental lake to his right and the green dome of a temple, glimpsed through the bare branches of a screen of beech trees.


If Tom had once been tempted to suppose that the elegant spaciousness of such surroundings must produce a corresponding self-development in their possessors, George Braithwaite had done his best to disabuse him of the idea. Lord Goodchild, George had assured Tom, would neither humiliate him with educated talk and scintillating wit, nor even shock him with refined scandal – his lordship’s pleasures, as befitted one of the leading sportsmen of the age, being entirely physical. A year ago, on a snow-covered road, he had beaten Lord Shrewsbury’s four-in-hand team, driving twenty miles in less than an hour. In his youth, it was said that he had been able to give any pugilist in the country a good fight, and had often amused himself by taking friends to pot-houses in London’s dockland and starting brawls. Marriage had mellowed him somewhat, but George had relished telling Tom that Goodchild still enjoyed heavy gambling, liaisons with married women and riding in steeplechases.


On the subject of Lady Goodchild, George had been less forthcoming. That her reputation as a beauty was not exaggerated, he had admitted but had then confessed his failure to discover any redeeming qualities to offset her natural coldness and arrogance – unless a mordantly scathing sense of humour could be said to be a redeeming quality. George had made it clear to Tom that, although his father’s recommendation to Lord Goodchild would be enough to persuade his lordship to commission a portrait, the final decision would still lie with her ladyship. If she took it into her head to find Tom commonplace or tiresome, there would be no commission, and a lady, who had been known to throw boot-jacks at her lady’s maid and to grind a miniature of her mother-in-law under her heel in front of numerous spectators, was not somebody who could be relied upon to be charitable.


Because his future hopes so much depended upon this commission, Tom was naturally depressed by this description, and his despondency was the greater for having allowed himself to imagine aristocratic generosity to rival Lady Holland’s championing of the young Watts; but he had by no means abandoned hope of success. His best frock coat might be shabby and his flowing necktie conceal a shirt with similar shortcomings, but he had had ample proof in the past of being attractive to women. While the thought of any close relationship with Lady Goodchild did not enter his mind, he was comforted to know that his mistress, one of the leading singers in London’s music halls, cared a great deal more for him than he did for her, and this in spite of propositions from numerous affluent and eminent men.


While many young men strained to appear mature men of the world – often in consequence merely seeming bored and vapid – Tom did not try to emulate anybody. Being shy by nature, any attempts to seem nonchalant and loftily self-confident would in any case have been hopeless. In fact his unaffected enthusiasm and unfeigned reticence usually achieved better results. Since he rarely liked people who pretended to great refinement, he tried to avoid similar excesses of gentility; but his desire to please did sometimes lead him to be too zealously polite, and a lot of his hesitance stemmed from the basic conflict between this eagerness to please and an equally strong inclination to be honest. This ambiguity, although he did not know it, gave his modest and deferential manner a disconcertingly ironic edge, especially when he occasionally slipped an entirely candid remark into an otherwise blandly tactful conversation. Nor could he from time to time help laughing when he had been listening with great seriousness to a lengthy monologue which he secretly viewed as anything but serious. After such behaviour he was usually far more embarrassed and confused than the affronted person.


But laughter was very far from his mind as he approached the broad steps under the portico, having left his vehicle in the stables. He had never met anybody of Lord Goodchild’s rank and was not unaware of the fact that he had been asked to call in the morning, a time usually reserved for tradesmen – friends and acquaintances generally calling in the afternoon. Under the tall Corinthian columns it was some consolation to him to imagine that many of the aristocrats, whose scrap books Turner and Landseer had deigned to draw in, would have thought it the artist’s privilege rather than their own.


As Tom reached the top step and saw a liveried footman with powdered hair and white stockings open the glass-panelled door, he vowed not to allow his pride to make him defensive, and prayed that neither the grandeur of the house nor his desperate eagerness to get the commission would overawe him into behaving with a servility which would later make him ashamed.


*


Lord Goodchild stormed out of his steward’s office and stalked across the wide domed rotunda, his top-boots echoing on the marble floor. In his right hand was a wad of letters and papers, and on his face a fixed angry frown. Dressed in hunting pink with a massive ivory handled whip in his left hand, Henry Audley Fitzwarine Grandison, 5th Baron Goodchild, Justice of the Peace, Lieutenant Colonel of Her Majesty’s 17th Lancers and Master of Foxhounds of the Pembury Hunt, cut an impressive figure. Although almost forty, hardly a squire in the county looking at his sweeping whiskers, slender waist and upright carriage did not envy him. But on this November morning his lordship felt far from self-satisfied. He had already missed the hunt breakfast and would now probably be late for the meet too, a sin which, as Master, he had a punctilious horror of committing. But this sporting discourtesy to the members of the hunt was not at present uppermost in his mind.


Half-an-hour earlier a letter from the Reverend Francis St Clare, the chief magistrate in Rigton Bridge, had arrived by special courier with a description of a riot which had taken place on the station road the evening before. With his letter, St Clare had enclosed a more deadly communication, originally sent by the Home Secretary to Lord Delamere, the General commanding the Northern District.




Whitehall 8th November 1852


My Lord,


In consequence of acts of outrage and violence which have suspended the employment of labour in the town of Rigton Bridge, I am commanded by Her Majesty to impress upon your lordship the necessity of taking effectual and immediate measures for the repression of tumult during the forthcoming parliamentary election, and for the protection of property. Your lordship is advised to hold in readiness such regiments of regular troops as you may deem necessary….





There were two cavalry regiments stationed in Manchester: Goodchild’s own 17th Lancers and a regiment of Light Dragoons, and these therefore would be the regiments to be ‘held in readiness’. Goodchild had no sympathy with strikers, but the thought of ordering cavalry to disperse an unarmed mob on polling day was utterly repugnant to him, and this was what he now fully expected to have to do. Various personal considerations would make such a duty particularly invidious. While it was public knowledge that his lordship had supported Joseph Braithwaite’s adoption as Tory candidate, it was less widely appreciated that the grateful manufacturer had subsequently lent the obliging peer twenty thousand pounds on the security of that nobleman’s Belgravia town house. Three years before, Goodchild had lost thirty thousand in the 1849 railway stock fiasco and, with his Irish estates already heavily mortgaged and his racing stud and stables alone costing him four thousand a year, so large a loss had brought him to the verge of bankruptcy. Some land sales had bought time but only Joseph Braithwaite’s interest-free loan had saved him. Joseph’s price had been his lordship’s political support. Without the votes of Goodchild’s tenant farmers, Braithwaite had known that he could not be sure of winning the poll; with Lord Goodchild’s public support those votes would be safe.


Goodchild was not an imaginative man, but it was very clear to him that if he had to deploy his regiment to keep the peace on polling day, the mob would be unlikely to enjoy being constrained by men under the command of a lieutenant colonel who was also the unpopular candidate’s proposer. With this thought in mind, Goodchild had resigned himself to missing the hunt breakfast in order to write two letters. The first, addressed to Joseph Braithwaite, had been a plea to do whatever was necessary to end the cotton operatives’ strike, even acceding to some of their demands if need be; the alternative being further acts of violence which might jeopardise his election. Goodchild believed Braithwaite to be incapable of compromise, but for all that had felt bound to try to persuade him. The second letter was to St Clare and in it Lord Goodchild suggested that the magistrate laid charges against as few of the station road rioters as he could conscientiously contrive. Many men committed for trial would merely increase the tensions in the town, as would the premature despatch of troops from Manchester. Lord Delamere, Goodchild advised St Clare, should be warned to send no troops for two weeks and better still none until the eve of polling day itself.


Having written these letters, Goodchild had visited his secretary in the steward’s office to ask whether he had heard any news of the riot from any other sources. He had not; but before Goodchild could leave the room, the man had requested his master’s signature to a cheque for almost five hundred pounds made out in favour of a London dressmaker, Lord Goodchild, within his limited capacity for such things, had been attempting to reduce his own expenditure during the past year and this bill, announcing so clearly that his wife had not done likewise, following so hard on the heels of the morning’s other unwelcome news, had sent his lordship hurrying across the rotunda cursing under his breath.


He was about to open the door of the morning room, where he expected to find Lady Goodchild, when a footman came up behind him and begged to inform his lordship that a Mr Strickland was asking to see him. Goodchild, who had forgotten that the painter existed and had in any case intended his wife to interview the man, snapped out: ‘He must wait,’ and threw open the morning room door.


As he entered, he saw Helen Goodchild’s reflection in the pier-glass between the tall windows. She was sitting reading near the fire; her face protected from the direct heat of the flames by an oval fire-screen. In his agitated frame of mind the peace and stillness of the room irritated Goodchild.


‘My dear, not gone yet?’ murmured his wife, laying aside her book and smiling at him with a mixture of concern and covert amusement. ‘Surely the meet is not cancelled?’


To any outsider, seeing Helen’s brown questioning eyes and pale upturned face – redeemed from classic perfection by a sprinkling of faint freckles across the bridge of her nose – these questions would have seemed entirely innocent, but to Lord Goodchild they contained unpleasant traces of mockery.


‘And why pray might the meet be cancelled?’ he asked curtly.


Lady Goodchild shot him a surprised and reproachful glance.


‘A bad frost perhaps? The ground too hard for the scent to lie well?’ She gave a little shrug. ‘You’re the one who knows everything about such things.’ She raised a hand to her temple where a lock of auburn hair had escaped from the narrow bandeau of lace, serving as a cap. The studied grace and calmness of this movement made Goodchild grit his teeth. No worries for her about last night’s violence or the approaching election. He threw down his whip and moved closer to her.


‘I am asked to settle an account of yours to the tune of five hundred pounds. Is it in order, madam? I daresay you have looked it through?’


‘Do you look through tradesmen’s bills?’ she asked, as though surprised that he should be suggesting such an unfamiliar procedure.


‘I have recently made such matters my business,’ he muttered, stung by the irony of her tone, and reddening as he saw her nod understandingly and then raise the tips of her fingers to her lips as if to conceal a smile. But he detected no amusement a moment later when she said:


‘Am I reproved for dressing as your wife ought to dress? I have done so out of respect for your position, not from vanity.’


‘Position be damned. If you wore rags you’d still be my wife. Clothes don’t come into it.’


She stiffened and he saw a hard glint in her eyes.


‘You spend as much on pelisses for your troopers.’


‘It’s expected, Helen.’


‘And what may I expect?’ she asked after a sharp intake of breath.


‘If I may see the bill,’ he replied calmly, ‘I will tell you.’


Helen rose and moved towards the bell-pull by the marble mantelpiece.


‘Don’t ring. I would prefer you bring it yourself.’


‘Cooper does not read my letters,’ she replied with offended dignity. When she started towards the mantelpiece again, he moved in front of her. She flashed him a contemptuous look and turned on her heel. ‘Since you are clearly determined to be unreasonable, I will go for it.’


On her return, Goodchild took the thick white envelope and pulled out its contents, reading in silence for a while, then bursting out:


‘Fifteen guineas for a Honiton fichu. What in the name of all that’s reasonable is a fichu? A handkerchief, isn’t it? Must you pay that for a miserable scrap of lace?’


‘Large enough to cover the neck and shoulders, but no matter.’


‘A French cambric peignoir trimmed with Valenciennes: twenty guineas.’ The thick creamy paper shook in his hand. ‘Twenty guineas for the gown you wear when you have your hair dressed. It’s preposterous, incredible.’


She tossed back her head with apparent indifference to his remarks.


‘I wear it to breakfast. Should I be careless of my appearance at the only meal we take alone together?’


He laughed derisively and stabbed at the paper with a finger.


‘I see you’re not careless of your appearance when we’ve company either. Dinner dresses at sixty guineas. A manteau de cour, whatever that may be: forty guineas. Nice round figures these.’ He unfolded another sheet. ‘Great God, it’s endless…. Lined with ivory satin, trimmed with hand-worked embroidery of wild flowers on Brussels net.’ He flung down the pages and sank down onto a chaise-longue opposite the fire, resting his head in his hands.


He heard her come towards him and then felt a gentle hand on his shoulder. Her anger he could bear, but the sound of her pained voice enraged him.


‘Harry,’ she whispered, ‘how do you expect me to sympathise? Tell me honestly how much you spend on the hunt each year, how much on the stables? What economies have you made there?’


‘How can I turn away men who’ve worked for the family since I was a boy? To defray the stud’s expenses, I’ve as near as damn it sold out to the Braithwaites. Must I do more?’


‘Yet you bought a new mail-phaeton easily enough.’


He jumped to his feet, trembling with rage.


‘I am not quite a beggar yet.’ His awareness of the fact that by questioning her he had left himself open to similar criticism, did not diminish his sense of humiliation. She had turned away, as though implying that his behaviour was too gross to be witnessed.


‘You have every comfort in Manchester, people say,’ she said quietly.


‘I live no better than most of my officers when I am with the regiment.’


‘I have heard otherwise.’


‘Then you heard lies,’ he shouted, storming towards the door, but stopping short, realising that to leave now, just when Helen had hinted at knowledge of the Manchester villa he kept for entertaining his current mistress, would be playing into, her hands. In front of him, on the top of a lacquered Chinese cabinet, was an ivory chess set on a mother-of-pearl board. He picked up a knight and examined it with as much calmness as he could contrive, knowing that he had made himself absurd. Then replacing the piece, he looked at his wife and sighed. If only she could make herself more obliging and less critical; but it was always the same with women who thought too much. The intelligence and sharpness of tongue which had once attracted him, now had the opposite effect. Still beautiful at thirty-two – not even he could deny that – but to him it seemed a chill beauty in comparison with the opulent and more blatant charms of his Manchester doctor’s wife. When told of his troubles Dolly Carstairs would not blame him for bringing them on himself, as Helen had so often done, but would give him the comfort and sympathy he craved.


Goodchild did not want to return to the subject of the dress-maker’s bill, but, since he was determined not to leave meekly, as if cowed by his wife’s hints, and could think of no other grounds on which to attack her, he could see nothing for it. He had noticed that the morning dress she was wearing – a dark blue jacket bodice, edged with bands of lace converging at her slim waist – was not one he had seen before, and this gave him an idea.


‘Before you brand me a profligate,’ he said, ‘answer me this: what do you do with your fichus and fripperies?’


‘Wear them.’


‘How many times?’


‘As often as I please.’


‘Afterwards. That’s what I meant. What then?’


She smiled easily.


‘I give them to Cooper or Dowson. Should I burn them?’


Goodchild glanced upwards at the delicate plaster medallions on the ceiling.


‘Your generosity is overwhelming. I’m sure your waiting-maid is the toast of the servants’ hall in a sixty guinea evening dress.’


‘She wears such things only when she is free to visit friends in Flixton or Rigton Bridge.’


‘There must be girls all over the county who would pay us for the privilege of Cooper’s place.’


Helen pursed her lips and made an impatient movement with her hands.


‘And does Rogers not wear your cast-offs, Harry?’


‘No valet of mine gets an item of clothing from me until it is well-worn.’


Helen bent down and handed her husband his whip.


‘I am keeping you from your sport.’ She paused and looked at him intently. ‘You know well enough what you must do to make me obliging.’


‘What pray?’


‘Withdraw your threat to sell Audley House.’


‘How can I?’ he snorted. ‘You know we cannot afford a London establishment.’


‘I care nothing for the establishment. Reduce the stables to a single carriage and pair, discharge as many servants as you please, close half the rooms, but keep the house.’ She fixed her eyes on his and moved closer. ‘I will not be left here while you are with the regiment or anywhere that pleases you.’


‘Not be left here?’ he cried. ‘Is this a hovel?’


‘You know my meaning.’ She treated him to a simpering society smile. ‘Who will call this afternoon, think you? Lady Markham to admire my ferns and pelargoniums? And will she talk about the plot of the latest three volume novel from Mudie’s? Mrs Halpin, I daresay, will bring her new piece of needlework, and, God help me, her dumpy daughter – the one who sings French songs. Remember? Afterwards will I take my drive in the barouche, reclining like some jaded dowager? Or drive myself in the park-phaeton? Such luxury of choice.’ She clasped her hands together and whispered: ‘For mercy’s sake, Harry. These people are nothing to me. You have your life, let me keep mine in Belgravia. Do not sell the house.’


He studied the figured veneers on the bureau-cabinet against the far wall and shook his head, still unable to face her.


‘I have no choice; none,’ he said brusquely, before turning and making for the nearest door, wishing fervently that he could have had the good sense to have controlled his immediate anger on seeing the bill. By now he might have been at the meet and this scene would not have occurred. He hurried through the dining room, into the billiard room and from there into the hall.


A groom was waiting on the gravel carriage sweep with the horse he would ride to the meet. His favourite hunter had been sent on ahead two hours earlier to be fresh for the hunt. He was a few yards from the glass door, when he heard a man’s voice:


‘Lord Goodchild?’


He spun round, irritated to be detained, and saw a young man in a brown frock coat with long curling hair getting up from an uncomfortable ‘Grecian’ stool in the apse facing the door.


‘Who are you, sir?’


‘My name is Strickland, my lord. I’m here to see you, Mr Braithwaite most kindly….’


‘Why are you waiting here?’


‘I have your secretary’s letter saying …’


‘No, no, I meant you should have been shown to an ante-room. Well, no matter.’


Lord Goodchild shook his head at the discourtesy of his servants and opened the door. The young man stepped forward and began firmly:


‘The letter says most definitely that …’


‘Very likely, but I can’t help that.’ Goodchild slapped his whip against his thigh and then smiled, as though he had hit on a solution that would be ideal for both of them. ‘Today week. Yes. Come today week at the same time. I’ll see you then. Good day.’


Without waiting for any further objection he went out and hurried down the steps, seeing the groom run forward to hold his stirrup. Moments later he was in the saddle and the groom clambering up onto his own mount. Tom Strickland watched the two men cantering down the drive and bit his lips. His face was white with anger and disappointment. Tom blinked furiously, mortified to feel his eyes filling. After waiting hopefully for almost an hour, so sudden and contemptuous a dismissal had shocked and stung him almost with the pain of a physical lash across the face.


Hearing a low cough to his left, he looked up from the black and white marble floor and saw the splendid footman who had first let him in and asked him to wait. The man’s white cravat and silver-corded tail-coat offended him less than his air of supercilious civility. The thought that this silent functionary had probably witnessed his humiliation sent the blood racing to Tom’s cheeks. The footman was looking at him with an expectant expression – his formal subserviency, Tom suspected, disguising definite satisfaction at what had taken place, confirming that not only those in livery did Lord Goodchild’s bidding.


Tom advanced on him with a positive tread and said loudly:


‘Tell Lady Goodchild that Mr Strickland wishes to speak with her about her portrait.’ The man favoured him with a low bow. ‘And say that he waited for his lordship to no purpose, and had his lordship’s letter promising an interview.’


Helen Goodchild, who had been in no pleasant temper after her husband’s departure, had not hesitated to refuse to see Joseph Braithwaite’s artist – a decision which her conviction that Joseph was to blame for many of her husband’s troubles made still less surprising. Her manner had been so peremptory that she was genuinely astonished to see the same footman return ten minutes later with the perplexing information that Mr Strickland had no other pressing appointments and would gladly wait until her ladyship might find a convenient moment to see him.


Short of having this persistent person ejected, a course which Helen did not consider, she knew that she would have to receive him. After all his request to see her was not unreasonable; he had come by appointment. Her mind made up, Helen decided to summon him to the Red Drawing Room, a far more formidable setting than the morning room in which she had exchanged words with her husband. She was not concerned to impress this stranger, but was determined that he should relay to Joseph Braithwaite an account of the interview which would discomfort the manufacturer. To receive Joseph’s protégé in style, and then to refuse his services with exquisite courtesy, would give her the double satisfaction of offending Braithwaite and distressing her husband, whose dearest wish seemed to be to avoid differences with his benefactor. Having been born into a far humbler family than her husband’s, Helen felt the indignity of their indebtedness to the nouveau riche Braithwaites far more keenly than Harry himself appeared to do.


The Red Drawing Room – ‘red’ because its walls were lined with faded crimson Spitalfields’ silk – was not only the largest reception room in the house but also, with its gilded Empire furniture, boulle cabinets, Aubusson carpet and glittering Waterford chandeliers, the most imposing. Four windows, almost reaching the rococo ceiling, were separated from each other by identical marble-topped console tables, supporting tall mirrors in frames decorated with gilded acanthus leaves. But the room’s principal glory was not the furniture, nor even the Sèvres, but the pictures, for these included a Magdalene by Titian, Rembrandt’s Head of a Jew‚ a group of classical figures by Poussin, and Canaletto’s Market place at Padua.


When Mr Strickland was announced and entered, holding his hat nervously in his hands, Helen glanced briefly at him and motioned him to be seated on a small upright chair next to an elegant card table near the centre of the room. His appearance gave her a shock which she was careful to conceal. She had somehow expected any artist employed by the Braithwaites to be of stolid and workmanlike mien, but here was a young man whose pale sensitive face and dark eyes would certainly fulfil any impressionable young lady’s ideal of what a romantic poet ought to look like. Without raising her eyes from the carpet, Helen asked pleasantly:


‘Tell me, Mr Strickland, how Mr Braithwaite came to give you the privilege of immortalising him?’


‘He saw some work of mine.’


‘Where?’


‘The Theatre Royal in Manchester.’


‘Pictures in a theatre, Mr Strickland?’


Helen noticed that he seemed embarrassed and decided to devote more conversational attention to Joseph Braithwaite.


‘I painted the frieze over the proscenium arch, my lady. The choice of subject was provided. Shakespeare enthroned between two elephantine figures of Tragedy and Comedy.’


He had spoken in such a matter-of-fact way that Helen could not decide whether he was being ironic; perhaps he disliked painting murals.


‘Need they have been … elephantine?’ she asked quietly.


‘The theatre manager has a fondness for draperies.’


‘A taste evidently shared by Mr Braithwaite.’ Helen could not help smiling. ‘Perhaps you are painting him in a toga?’


Because of his previous seriousness, Helen was surprised when Strickland laughed.


‘He has enough draperies in his library. I painted three panels for him there: Truth, Temperance and Humility all in billowing folds.’


‘Is Mr Braithwaite’s portrait to be part of this sequence of virtues? Representing Thrift perhaps?’ She had said this with no trace of amusement and was impressed when the artist replied in the same manner.


‘These are female figures, my lady. Mr Braithwaite would feel out of place. His will be a plain portrait.’


She could guess from the movements of his hands as he held his hat on his knee that Strickland was nervous, but his answers had surprised her as much as his appearance had done. Nervous and yet assured: a strange combination. It occurred to her that unless she could lead him into making the gauche and boorish remarks she had expected, she would find it hard to send him away empty handed.


‘I suppose,’ she said, ‘painting a manufacturer must pose certain problems. Admirals can study their charts, statesmen flourish scrolls, but what can the mill-owner exhibit? A hank of cotton? Or should he be resting his hands on an operative’s head in the manner of prints of Wilberforce blessing a kneeling slave?’


‘Mr Braithwaite wishes to be painted in his park with his house behind him, just as many gentlemen of recent prosperity liked to have it done a century ago.’


Although his tone had been pleasant, Helen felt reproved by it. She had attempted to ridicule Braithwaite and now she was placed in the wrong. There were plenty of pictures of Harry’s ancestors displaying their wealth, usually through their clothes. Ostentation had only recently become vulgar. Before the manufacturers had been able to be spend as much as the aristocracy, it had been quite respectable. The very room they sat in proved that point. Lady Goodchild decided on another approach.


‘I have heard it said that daguerreotypes will soon make portrait-painting a dead art. What is your opinion, Mr Strickland?’


‘If the rich decide to hang such things on their staircases and in their passages, your ladyship’s prophecy will come true.’


She raised her eyebrows with feigned surprise.


‘Is custom all that keeps the art alive?’


‘If it is dying, what else could save it?’


His calmness disconcerted her. She had supposed that he would fly to the defence of portraiture but he had merely returned her questions to her.


‘Is it dying?’ she insisted.


‘Compare daguerreotypes and painted portraits and your ladyship can judge as well as I.’


She rose and looked at him imperiously.


‘I asked for your opinion, Mr Strickland, I need not inquire of you for my own.’


She walked to the nearest window and gazed across the lawn to where a gardener was sweeping leaves. She felt dissatisfied and annoyed; she had intended to be courteous and now she had been rude. She had attacked his livelihood and he had cleverly avoided arguing with her; behaviour she had rewarded with bullying. She thought he would not answer, but a moment later heard him say:


‘The camera records each detail just the same, each one with perfect accuracy. The value of an artist’s work is its imperfections. He stresses some things and ignores others.’


She turned and smiled.


‘You mean if my nose is large, you will enhance my eyes if they are nicely shaped?’


She detected confusion and surprise in his face, as though he could not understand why she seemed determined to misinterpret him. She told herself that it was ridiculous to bother about what he felt or thought, but could not help herself. Perhaps the commission would be important to him. It was not his fault that she disliked Braithwaite; before his arrival she had not thought of him as anything other than a means of annoying the mill-owner. Now the recollection troubled her. She had not been Lady Goodchild long enough to have forgotten a poor childhood. Her mother, a naval officer’s widow, had only received a small pension and Helen well remembered the condescension of children in the larger houses in the neighbourhood, and mothers who used their position to give them immunity from plain-speaking. She also recalled with embarrassment how her own mother had considered the worst offenders to be those women who had married above them. Revenge for past affronts, when not so happily situated, had been her explanation; that and a feeling that it was necessary to prove themselves equal to their exalted role. Helen realised with embarrassment that Strickland had been speaking. She caught something about the eye selecting and not taking in everything like a lens.


‘The daguerreotype freezes the sitter in a momentary attitude. The painter hopes to find an expression that conveys several moods. When I see a face, I see many faces … just as I have while watching your ladyship. I have to try to convey as much of this as I can on a single canvas. I select details not to flatter but to be truthful. The eye is no camera.’


As he finished she lowered her eyes unable to think of any argument to use against what he had said, and not wishing to contradict him any more. His manner was so unassuming and his voice so gentle, that she wondered why she had not abandoned her earlier hostility at the outset. The argument with Harry, she supposed, still feeling anger when she thought of it. She moved closer to Strickland and said briskly:


‘You have brought work for me to see?’


‘Yes, in the hall. I didn’t like to bring it up in case….’ He fell silent, evidently uncertain how to frame what he had been going to say.


‘In case I sent you about your business after a few words? I can see that an artist would prefer his person to be rejected, rather than his work.’ She was pleased by his smile of gratitude. Her guess had obviously been a good one. He got up, but did not move towards the door. She had not rung for a servant to collect his portfolio and wondered whether he felt insulted. Her motive had been the simple fear that a footman would take far longer to find it. He was still holding his hat.


‘You may put it down, you know,’ she murmured.


He did so absently.


‘I was wondering,’ he said hesitantly, ‘whether it might be better for me to sketch your ladyship this-morning? You could tell more from that.’


‘It will not take long?’ He shook his head. ‘Very well. If you have not hidden your things, I will ring for them.’


His relief and happiness were so obvious that she felt a tremor of alarm. She had no intention of employing him unless she liked his work.


‘I have not made up my mind, you understand,’ she said abruptly.


‘Oh no, I didn’t think that. I was afraid you weren’t going to see what I can do. Now I’m to have a proper chance I feel quite satisfied. It was just having a chance, you see, your ladyship.’


His eagerness to avoid seeming presumptuous amused her, but she kept this to herself, and after a footman had been despatched for the artist’s things, resumed her position at the window with her back to the room. In two hours she would be entertaining a dozen or so members of the hunt and their wives. Already she imagined the clash of their boots and their laughter echoing in the tall marble-paved hall, as they tossed aside their whips and jocularly threw their hats onto the heads of the row of classical busts at the foot of the stairs. And at their centre would be Harry’s bright smile and good-natured voice. Whether talking to women, playing cards, shooting with a keeper, or sipping madeira with a friend, he was always cheerful and self-assured; always when there was company and yet, alone with her, his buoyancy deserted him. If he could only confess his fears, she thought, perhaps then … She closed her eyes, imagining herself politely inquiring about the chase. Who had been first at the kill, who had fallen at Dinsley Water, who had not fallen at Dinsley Water, who had taken the brush? How had Colonel Yates’s new mare run, had those in carriages been able to see much? Then they would eat and later she would dispense tea and then they would play cards and some dine, and all the time her face would ache with smiling and her mind be numbed by the triviality of everything she was saying. She heard Strickland come up.


‘Now where should I sit, Mr Strickland? Wherever the light is best, tell me. Anything can be moved.’


*


Although the sun was quite warm, there were still long white streamers of mist lying along the banks of the distant river. Poised at the top of a gently sloping ploughed field, the ragged line of scarlet, green and mulberry coated riders held their horses in check, while grooms tightened girths, attended to stirrup leathers and examined saddles and reins. Flasks were handed round and several gentlemen lit cigars. Below them, several hundred yards across the field, was Swaleham Gorse, a nine-acre covert of gorse, blackberry bushes and stunted blackthorns, overshadowed by a few tall and spiky Scotch firs. Except for the occasional snort of a horse or a spur clinking against a stirrup iron, all was quiet.


Even an indifferent judge of a horse would have admired the solitary hunter several paces in front of the other mounts. His accurate and easy step, dark brown muzzle, gleaming coat and silky mane, marked him out as a horse worthy of his rider: the Master of the Hunt. From his back, Lord Goodchild watched one of his whips canter over to the right of the covert and rein in behind a thick blackthorn screen. From inside the thicket came the faint crack of twigs and branches as the other two whips wound their way through the tangled undergrowth. Although there were eighteen couple of hounds in there with them and a fox had been scented, they had not managed to force him from his stronghold. For minutes at a time no dog was visible; then one or two would come into view, noses down and sterns up, as they crossed a thinner part of the evergreen.


As Goodchild gazed out across his land towards the twisting river and the distant hills, his anticipation of the coming chase was marred by other thoughts. If Helen really did refuse to accept the loss of Audley House, what then? Would she prove mad enough to try to force a separation? Even if she could establish his adultery with Dolly Carstairs, she would not have grounds for a divorce; the law might be an ass, but at least it protected husbands from spiteful and jealous wives. Not that Helen was jealous, but she would still use any weapon she could to retain Audley House, possibly blackmail. While Goodchild could face a scandal, he knew that Joseph Braithewaite could not with the election growing closer. His noncomformist voters would not take it kindly if his proposer were to be exposed as a philanderer. The upshot of the matter might be the withdrawal of Joseph’s loan and that would place more than Audley House in jeopardy. As it was, Dolly’s husband was extracting five hundred a year in exchange for his complicity. Then there was the horror of polling day itself. Goodchild shuddered as he thought of the web of difficulties which hemmed him in. Seconds later he heard a single note of the huntsman’s horn from the covert, followed by several sharp shrill blasts as the fox broke and ran.


He watched fascinated as the animal hesitated for a moment in the clear light of the open field; a second and he might have darted back to safety, but then he saw the first of the hounds streaking out of the thicket cutting off his retreat. For the first time in his life, Goodchild felt that he knew what it was like to be a fox. His whip was raised and his heels poised as he saw, at the far end of the line of riders, a bolting horse careering towards the hounds.


‘Hold hard, God dammit, hold hard!’ he roared.


Another moment and the fox would be headed, and either get back into the covert or run straight into the mouths of the hounds. He was shouting again when he recognised the rider: Humphrey, his own son. The boy’s teeth were clenched together with rage and terror as he pulled at the reins twisted round his whitened knuckles; he was trying with all his might to turn the animal, but in vain; no cuts of the whip or use of his spurs made the horse obey the reins. A loud groan rose from all the riders as the fox bolted into the midst of the pack where he was torn apart. Goodchild cantered across to the huntsman and shouted:


‘Send back the hounds, there will be no run today.’


Humphrey’s face was wet with tears and anger as his father rode past him with averted eyes. Never had Goodchild so much wanted to see a fox have a fair run. He had never asked the boy to excel with his tutor, never sworn at him if he knew no Cicero and less Virgil, never asked that he should do anything except ride decently to hounds. A year ago, shortly after Humphrey’s twelfth birthday, Goodchild had pressed Helen hard to consent to her only child going away to Eton or Rugby, but she had refused out of hand. No blacking other boys’ boots or cleaning their candlesticks for her boy, her Humphrey. No wonder the fool was good for nothing. For a few moments Goodchild’s fury made him forget everything else, but then he saw George Braithwaite riding towards him; he turned his horse at once, seeing several of his tenant farmers doff their hats as he passed. To have to endure George’s cheerfulness on such a morning would be beyond endurance. He could imagine what Helen would say when he got in. ‘I see that the world is quite over when a morning’s sport is lost; perhaps you would like to flog your son like one of your troopers.’ He was thinking of Dolly Carstairs, when George’s voice sounded in his ear.


‘I say, my lord, you’re in a deuced hurry to be off. Why not draw the covert again? Devilish shame if we don’t get a run, wouldn’t you say?’


Goodchild’s eye passed from the black silk facings of George’s scarlet coat to his waistcoat, which was not only embroidered with foxes’ masks, but also sported fox teeth buttons. Longing to scream at him, Goodchild forced a smile.


‘All gone to earth I’d say, George. Too bad.’


‘Wouldn’t care to be in Master Humphrey’s boots,’ chuckled George, evidently intent on humouring Goodchild.


‘You might find them a trifle small,’ muttered the peer.


George laughed, delighted to have been answered with a joke.


‘So they would be, so they would. He’ll need even smaller ones when you’ve cut him down to size. No more top-boots, eh? Half-boots for Master Humphrey now.’


‘Surprised you’re not with Miss Crawford, George,’ replied Goodchild, certain this was the best way to be rid of him.


‘I say, where?’


‘With the carriages.’


Goodchild pointed with his whip and watched with satisfaction as George raised his hat and turned his horse. In fact he had not seen Catherine Crawford. He even felt a little guilt as George went off hopefully. The man was not the fool he sometimes seemed to be. Nervousness did strange things to people. Must watch my own nerves, he thought, as he rode on. Helen would be sure to keep hers.


*


After dressing, on the morning of the meet, Charles Crawford had been disturbed to learn that a tin-lined chest and portmanteau belonging to his brother had been delivered an hour earlier. He had anticipated Magnus’s arrival some time during the week and so had not been altogether taken by surprise; but the fact that Magnus, after so long an absence, had chosen to send on his luggage, while himself remaining in Rigton Bridge, had struck Charles, who knew nothing of the riot, as thoughtless and eccentric behaviour. His relations with his younger brother had been indifferent since adolescence, but Charles still felt insulted and annoyed.


For this reason he had decided against abandoning his previous intention of riding to Hanley Park during the morning. Charles’s timing of this visit, to coincide with the hunt, was deliberate, since he wished to see Helen Goodchild alone, and knew his chances would be best when both her husband and her son were riding to hounds.


Having left his horse at the stables, Charles did not make straight for the portico but instead walked round to a small opening in the beech hedge screening the formal gardens to the west of the house and slipped through. His object was not to enter the house undetected but to gain more time in which to think about what he would say to Lady Goodchild. The ideal place for doing so unobserved was the area within the box hedges, which encircled the central lily pond.


Thirteen years before, when Helen had married Lord Good-child, Charles Crawford had not been conspicuous among those offering their congratulations and few people had been surprised. Charles’s obsessive desire to marry Helen had been no secret in the neighbourhood. As Sir James Crawford’s god-daughter, Helen had regularly come to stay with the family during childhood, and Charles’s love had dated from that time. Perhaps it had been the knowledge that he was his father’s favourite that had led Charles to believe that no ambition of his could remain ungratified, if pursued with the ruthless and egotistical single-mindedness for which he so much prided himself. In any case Goodchild’s success with Helen and his own failure had been a blow from which he had never fully recovered. He would have been a better loser if he had been able to believe that Helen had chosen his rival because a rich peer was a better catch than a baronet’s heir, or because Goodchild had been superior to him in worthiness of character, dedication to duty, or in other solidly conventional ways; but his sense of humiliation had been the greater for his conviction that Goodchild had succeeded precisely because he had been less earnest and dedicated, gifted only with a superficial charm and reckless gaiety.


Twice during the decade following his rejection, Charles had come close to marrying others, but a lack of enthusiasm at a critical time had lost him his first choice, and the second had not been prepared to come out to Zanzibar when he had been serving as First Lieutenant in a frigate on the East African Station. After that, in emulation of his father – by then an admiral – Charles had replaced love with duty and had lavished the major part of his affections on the navy; but even then, always at the back of his mind, had been the thought, never much more than a wishful dream, that one day Helen and Goodchild might separate.


The past three months had been the only prolonged period, since the start of his naval career, in which Charles had been without a ship, and during this time what had hitherto seemed a remote and foolish hope had come to look more substantial. A far less observant man than Charles, who missed little, would have noted the scarcely veiled hostility between Lord and Lady Goodchild on the few occasions on which they appeared together away from Hanley Park. Having made various clandestine inquiries, Charles had decided that Helen might very well wish to separate. If she did, Charles was confident that he could suggest a way in which she would be able to get a reasonable settlement, without the scandal and indignity of a divorce by private Act of Parliament – for which, in any case, there were probably insufficient grounds. It was to acquaint Helen with his plan that Charles had come to Hanley Park. His continuing doubts, about how best to broach so delicate a matter, accounted for his last-minute delay in the garden.


Of course, even if Helen agreed to follow his advice, Charles knew that he might still not win her for himself, but he was equally well aware that, if he did nothing, he would also achieve nothing. Gratitude and dependence were supposed to be reliable keys to the heart and he had resolved to see if he could make them fit.


At intervals along the box hedge statues had been placed: a marble faun with a missing arm, a moss-eaten Cupid leaning drunkenly towards a similarly eroded Psyche, as if yearning for a never-to-be-consummated kiss. Having little time for symbolism or allegory, Charles saw no ironic comment on his own mission. In the middle of the pond, a statue of a bearded triton released a fitful trickle of water from the lip of a large stone vase, clutched under a green and slimy arm. Charles stepped forward and looked down at his reflection in the murky water. A face reddened by his years at sea and coarser-featured than his brother’s. The same piercing grey-blue eyes of all the Crawford family, and hair as thick as Magnus’s but fairer; fairer too were his pale, almost white, eyebrows and eyelashes. Tall and broad-shouldered, Charles looked as formidable as he liked to be thought. His one feeling of physical inadequacy was caused by two missing fingers on his left hand – these had been crushed in an accident at sea; and although he had kept his flattened signet ring as a memento, he was still morbidly sensitive about the disfigurement.


His thoughts finally in order, Charles turned and walked purposefully away from the pond and emerged from the shelter of the hedge on the open lawn in front of the west wing. He was wondering whether the garden door would be locked, when he caught sight of Helen through a window. She was standing behind a young man sitting on a chair, and was looking at some sort of paper he was holding up for her. A moment later the man got up and Helen laughed over something he had said. Charles’s view was not improved by reflections of the sky in the panes of glass, but, moving closer, he was surprised to see that Lady Goodchild’s companion was an artist who had been pointed out to him at Braithwaite’s house a week before. While Charles did not for a moment suppose that her ladyship could be attracted to a man of Strickland’s class and profession, he felt irritated to find him at Hanley Park, especially on this particular morning; and momentarily forgetting that she owed her rank to her neglectful husband, he was indignant that Helen should lower herself, by allowing an artist to see that she found him amusing. But then Helen had never been conventional, as the identities of many of those permitted to dine at her table in London had already amply proved. It was in spite of such things that Charles cared deeply for her.


Finding the garden door locked, he had to retrace his steps to the beech hedge and go in at the main hall.


Helen came towards Charles as soon as he had been announced.


‘An unexpected pleasure, Charles. I believe you have not met Mr Strickland. Captain Crawford, permit me to introduce Mr Strickland.’


Charles nodded briskly to Tom and put down his hat and cane on a small table by the door, making it evident, Tom thought, that he was too insignificant to be accorded the privilege of shaking hands. In fact he had seen Crawford at a large reception given by Joseph Braithwaite but had not been told his name. Now he found it incredible to discover that this man, with his awkward movements and set face, was the brother of the poised and graceful traveller he had met so recently on the station road. Tom saw Crawford murmur something to Lady Goodchild, who nodded and then turned to him apologetically:


‘Mr Strickland, I fear you must excuse me for a moment.’


Tom thought she looked irritated as she led Charles from the room, but though he would have liked to have continued sketching her, he was too happy to feel any serious disappointment. After seeing two rough sketches, Lady Goodchild had agreed to sit for her portrait.


Helen ushered Charles along a covered colonnade until they reached the tall glass doors of the conservatory. She motioned to him to be seated on an ornate white iron seat but remained standing herself. He looked at her against the lush and improbable background of broad leaves and serrated fronds. Everything about her appearance pleased him: her complexion, her hair, the way her clothes always emphasised the perfection of her figure. She was waiting for him to speak. Seeing that the doors were still open, he got up and closed them.


‘Helen, forgive me for intruding into what is clearly none of my business, but, as an old friend, perhaps you will bear with me. I know you will think me absurd for asking this, but the question has some bearing on another matter of great importance.’ He paused awkwardly, covering his embarrassment by resuming his seat. ‘Has your husband employed any new male servants in recent months?’


She frowned and shook her head, as though trying to clear it.


‘Am I to understand, Charles, that you have come to talk about our servants?’


‘Believe me, Helen, the subject is serious enough,’ he replied, wounded by her incredulity.


She gave him a resigned smile, which reminded him of a patient governess with an obtuse pupil, and sat down next to him.


‘Since the matter is obviously of such interest to you – Harry does not interview servants. Our steward employs male staff; the housekeeper takes on the maids, except those who wait on me – naturally I interview them.’ She smiled. ‘I had almost forgotten to say that cook chooses her kitchen maids.’


‘But there have been new servants engaged recently?’ he asked, persevering in spite of her ironic tone.


‘They come and go,’ she replied with obvious impatience. ‘Ought I to be counting spoons and forks?’


‘Have any new servants been seen skulking around doors?’


Helen threw up her hands in amazement.


‘Heavens above, Charles, servants have always listened at doors and always will. Imagine how dull they would be without that amusement.’ She paused and stared at him with a directness that made him lower his eyes. ‘Spare me your insinuations, Charles, and speak plainly. You think Harry is having me spied upon. Is that not so?’


The sudden change from superior amusement to indignation and deadly earnestness shook Charles.


‘I have no positive proof,’ he murmured, noticing that she was blushing.


‘But you must think he has good reason for suspicion. Otherwise why should you wish to warn me?’


Charles could feel his heart thumping and an unpleasant tightness in his throat. He had hoped to manage matters more smoothly.


‘Suspect you of anything, Helen? Nothing could be further from my mind. You ask me to be plain with you and I will try, although I confess to speak of such matters pains me beyond words.’ He paused and looked down at the tessellated floor of the conservatory. When he continued it was rapidly, as though he were eager to be done with what he had to say. ‘Lord Goodchild is at present embarrassed by the possibility of an action being brought against him by a Manchester physician.’


Charles saw her smoothing her dress nervously and then gaze at him as if uncertain that she had heard him aright; then, recovering herself, she asked in a level voice:


‘May I ask the nature of this action?’


‘Crim con,’ he replied, with burning cheeks.


She stared at him with sudden anger.


‘Come, Charles, our grandmothers used that term. May we not say adultery? This man’s wife is Harry’s mistress, I suppose?’ He nodded. ‘And Harry is likely to be cited in divorce proceedings brought against her by her husband? Have I understood you?’


‘You take this calmly, Helen,’ he replied with open admiration.


‘Was it not bound to happen sooner or later?’


‘Perhaps.’ He paused and groaned inwardly at how very differently he had envisaged her reacting. He had imagined tears and his comforting arm on her shoulder. ‘Matters are not quite as straightforward as I may have led you to believe,’ he went on. ‘Lord Goodchild will do all he can to stop the proceedings; he has many reasons for wishing to do so.’


‘Mr Braithwaite would not approve, I daresay,’ said Helen with a bitter smile.


‘Harry also has ambitions to be appointed general for the district when Delamere goes. A scandal would do little for his chances. Obviously he will bribe the doctor to prevent the action.’


A silence followed, only broken by the chirping of small birds sheltering in the conservatory from the cold outside. Charles was alarmed by the strange expression on Helen’s face.


‘Why have you told me this?’ she whispered. ‘To make me wretched? What possible gain can there be in my knowing?’


‘Bear with me, Helen,’ he murmured, knowing that the critical moment had arrived. Now he could no longer delay telling her his plan. His eyes gleamed with excitement as he leaned towards her. ‘Should you try to force a separation now, Harry could not resist your demand, if you threaten to make his behaviour public.’


He watched her face intently, not knowing what to expect. When she spoke, the soft sadness of her voice contrasted strangely with the harshness of what she had to say.


‘You must think me desperate indeed to dare suggest such a dishonourable course to me.’


‘I only do so,’ he cried, ‘because I cannot bear to see you humiliated.’ He gazed at her with tender entreaty. ‘Let me talk to this doctor, Helen. I will say that, unless he goes on with his divorce and tells Harry that he is going to, I intend to inform his superiors that he is taking bribes. To avoid the loss of his medical licence, he will oblige me.’


Helen shook her head and frowned.


‘How can it help me if he does cite Harry? A wife cannot seek a divorce on the grounds of adultery alone.’


Charles’s hopes rose again with what he took to be acquiescence on her part. He turned to her, his normally impassive face glowing with animation.


‘Tell Harry that only you can prevent the case being brought. Explain your hold over the man. If you do that, I’d stake my life Harry will consent to a separation in a month or two and make you a generous settlement. He has too much to lose to dare gamble on whether you are in earnest. Everything’s on your side – Harry’s reliance on old Braithwaite, the election … everything.’ He jumped up unable to hide his feverish excitement. ‘Your chance may not come again. A few months’ time and Harry will snap his fingers at any threat of scandal. You must act now or not at all.’ Her thoughtful silence maddened him. ‘What do you say, Helen?’


She hung her head for a moment and then said quietly:


‘I will not pretend to maidenly outrage at your proposition. I can’t tell you what I think now. I hardly know myself. I must have a few days to consider.’


‘You will send word then?’


‘Yes.’


Charles walked towards the doors, exulting in his success. Standing with his hands clasped behind his back – a pose which concealed his mutilated fingers – he said:


‘Now perhaps you will appreciate my mention of the servants. Harry knows his present danger well enough. It would suit him to be able to produce trumped-up evidence against you if you prove awkward.’


‘I have nothing to conceal.’


‘Much can be made of little,’ he replied with a grim smile. ‘I would suggest that after this meeting you receive no gentlemen if you are alone. I would also advise you not to sit for your portrait, if that is your intention.’


‘Nobody would believe that I would….’ She left the sentence unfinished, seeing his sceptical expression. ‘Harry would not stoop to using perjured statements,’ she ended, regaining her composure.


‘If I am to help you, Helen, I think you should abide by my advice,’ he said gently.


‘Very well,’ she sighed, ‘I will do as you ask, although I know you are no friend to Harry.’


‘If I were, you would hardly trust me.’


Taking her silence for assent, Charles bowed to her and pushed open the doors. On reaching the Red Drawing Room, he did not bother to say anything to Strickland, but picked up his hat and cane and left the room. On his way to the stables, his elation was so great that he would have thrown his hat into the air or slashed the bushes with his cane, if he had not feared being observed.


When Helen returned to the room, Tom could see that whatever Crawford might have said had made a deep impression on her. Her former gaiety and sharpness of observation had given way to a self-absorbed and indifferent mood. He almost felt that she had forgotten his presence until she sat down in a chair close to him and said absently:


‘I fear that I shall after all be too much engaged during the next few weeks to sit for you.’


Tom looked at her aghast. She had made this devastating announcement with the distant unconcern that might have been appropriate for a remark about a change in the weather or the unexpected addition of another guest for dinner. The cruelty of the volte-face astonished and enraged him.


‘If your ladyship would rather another artist …’ he replied with icy control, deliberately leaving his sentence unfinished.


‘I told you your work pleased me,’ she replied sharply. ‘I have not changed my mind. The timing is all that is in question.’


‘Your ladyship knew that I would be leaving for London in two weeks and told me distinctly that you could spare the necessary….’


‘Perhaps even you have overlooked things on occasion, Mr Strickland,’ she cut in, evidently annoyed that he should have pressed her.


‘Indeed,’ he conceded with a show of contrition. ‘I hope your ladyship will not think me unreasonable if I ask you during which month at least I should expect….’


‘I’m afraid I cannot tell you anything at present.’


Although Tom thought he could detect a hint of apology in her voice, her refusal to give him even the vaguest commitment convinced him that he had been rejected. If she had any intention of employing him she would surely prefer to guess now and change the dates later rather than say nothing. No reason could explain her behaviour satisfactorily, except an inability to tell him to his face that she had changed her mind. The initial shock had passed, and his hands shook with anger as he took his sketch book and ripped away the top three pages.


‘In case any further events prevent you sitting at all, please allow me to leave these with you as some reward for what will then prove to have been a wasted hour.’ He got up and placed the sketches on his chair. Now he was eager to leave as quickly as possible. The room with its boulle tables and scantly appreciated works of art made him want to shout his disgust.


‘I will keep them carefully, Mr Strickland.’


Tom picked up his hat and moved towards the doorway, where he turned.


‘It may be unbecoming of me to make such an observation, your ladyship, but it might be less painful for any artist you may consider commissioning in the future, if you withhold your appreciation until you are able to make some firm undertaking.’ His memory of Goodchild’s treatment of him added to this rebuff, made his lower lip tremble.


She rose and came several steps towards him, and said very softly:


‘Mr Strickland, not everything is always just as it seems.’


‘I have had proof of that today,’ he returned, refusing to be won over by the slight hint of pathos and appeal in her voice. How delightfully capricious to make a riddle out of a straightforward rejection; how amusing to try to make a man feel that his fall from favour is in some obscure and mysterious way impossible to explain; how enigmatic. Perhaps she thinks I will blame myself in the end, he thought bitterly, shutting the door behind him.


Alone, Helen raised clenched fists to her face and pressed them against her eyes. She did not suppose that in Strickland’s position she would have behaved very differently. She cursed Charles and her husband silently and then with a sinking heart remembered what had been said in the conservatory. There were few things that she desired less than being beholden to Charles Crawford. But then, if Charles could be so resourceful, might she not be the same? The steward’s books must surely have some record of payments to a Manchester physician. They would look quite innocent there. Men paid dearly for their health, particularly those like Harry, who set such store on physical prowess. She could discover this doctor’s name; yes, and see him too … herself. She breathed deeply, feeling suddenly sick as she remembered Charles saying that he could not bear to see her humiliated. Perhaps he would not have to bear it after all.


Not long afterwards she heard the sound of raised voices coming from the hall; the members of the hunt were returning. She rested her forehead against the cold marble mantelpiece for several seconds and then went out to meet them, a smile already on her lips.
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