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To the memory of all those who died a century ago in the Ndebele and Shona Uprising of 1896, including Chief Uwini, executed by British troops; Bernard Mizeki, Christian convert, murdered by his own people; Joseph Norton, farmer, and Caroline Norton, his wife, killed by tribesmen at Porta Farm; Lieutenant Harry Bremner, 20th Hussars, Trooper C. McGeer and the other soldiers and civilians who died during the escape from Mazoe Settlement.
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Preface to the 2013 Edition





The Missionary’s Wife had its origins in the research I did for my biographies of David Livingstone and Robert Baden-Powell. Livingstone, I discovered, spent eight years as a settled missionary, making the only conversion he would ever make. His one and only convert was Sechele, the intelligent and good-natured chief of the Kwena, who found Christianity very puzzling. Why, he wondered, would an all-powerful God, who had made the world and the stars, allow his only son to be nailed to a piece of wood by bad men? Also, why would God have chosen an animal’s shed as a suitable birthplace for his only son, and why was that son white? Nor did it seem to make any sense to Sechele to reject wives whom he had married in good faith and who had done nothing wrong.


But in the end Sechele’s deep admiration for Livingstone got the better of him. Surely no white man would have come so many miles from his own country in order to tell this strange story if it was untrue? What possible motive could Livingstone have had for inventing it? The story of God and Jesus was obviously to be relied upon. But then, a few months after his baptism, Sechele had intercourse with his favourite discarded wife and got her pregnant. The blow to Livingstone was devastating after so many years of persuasion: ‘The confession loosed all my bones. I felt as if I should sink to the earth or run away … My heart is broken.’


When I was writing Baden-Powell’s life in the 1980s, I found that he had executed a chief called Uwini in Matabeleland. In 1896 Uwini had rebelled against the white colonial authorities in Bulawayo, claiming that he possessed the magical power to turn the soldiers’ bullets into harmless water. A number of white settlers had been murdered by Uwini’s ‘rebels’ and Baden-Powell’s job was to end the trouble. He decided he could only do this by shooting Uwini, thus demonstrating to the chief’s many followers that he could offer them no magical defence against bullets.


In the mid-1990s it occurred to me that if I were to write a novel in which a missionary worked for many years to convert a chief, only to see him shot as a rebel by a young army officer, I would have the bones of a compelling story. But I needed a dispassionate viewpoint, and so decided to make my principal character the missionary’s wife, rather than the missionary. She had fallen in love with the evangelist when he had come to preach at her town’s non-conformist chapel during a rare visit to England, and had been overwhelmed by his bravery and his faith.


But once in Africa as his wife, from her less partisan point of view it would rapidly become apparent both that the chief’s wives did not deserve to be discarded, and that, if they were to be cast aside, their relatives – one of whom was the tribe’s witch doctor or nganja – would be transformed into the chief’s deadliest enemies. Indeed a fight between the factions would become inevitable.


By the time the infighting starts, the missionary’s wife has befriended one of the discarded wives, and is indignantly aware of the damage her husband has done the tribe. The chief, meanwhile, has been drawn into a wider rebellion against the white settlers, and the lives of the missionary and his wife are soon in danger. A young army officer and his troop of cavalry are sent from Bulawayo …





Tim Jeal,


22 July 2013
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CHAPTER 1





The staff of J. & H. Ince & Co., Sarston’s principal draper’s, had never found Clara Musson an easy customer to satisfy. As a child, she had agonized long and hard over which bright ribbons and shiny buttons she wanted to buy. The passage of time had not made her less fastidious. But having seen her grow up, the shop assistants knew Clara well enough to suffer her whims without rancour.


Her long-dead mother had been a devout Christian, and little Clara had always been eager to please her. At the age of four, she had caused much merriment by pursuing destitute people with charitable gifts – usually dried bread and broken biscuits, which she had then thrust at them with loud demands that they eat. She had been disobeyed by bona fide beggars and by the many respectable citizens whom she had mistaken for vagrants. A deputation of angry people had dragged the young Lady Bountiful home and rebuked her parents for letting their pampered child insult them. On another occasion – and this incident had occurred in Ince’s shop – Clara, aged twelve, had consoled a recently widowed assistant with the words: ‘Don’t worry – you’ll soon be dead too.’ The woman’s shock and distress had amazed Clara. If she herself had lost a husband, Clara had known, she would have wanted to die as soon as possible in order to be with him in heaven. Or if she had led too evil a life to qualify for heaven, the fires of hell would at least prevent her missing him.


Ten years later, on a freezing afternoon in January 1894, Miss Greaves, J. & H. Ince’s resident dressmaker, was serving Clara. She remembered the latter incident well. Even now, when she was dealing with Miss Musson, nothing could be taken for granted. Miss Greaves anticipated arguments about style and cost, and even changes of mind after ‘firm’ decisions had been made. The dress material had been safely chosen, and now the time had come to discuss how the ball gown should be trimmed. Miss Greaves suggested a border of dark-green leaves around each of the skirt’s three flounces.


‘See how striking it is, Miss Musson,’ she enthused, holding up the trimming against the fabric. ‘But to look really stylish, the leaves should be edged with a little red cord. That would be so tasteful.’


‘So expensive too, I daresay,’ muttered Clara, fixing the dressmaker with glittering eyes.


‘Oh, not really,’ soothed Miss Greaves. She turned to the milliner behind the counter. ‘I expect we could manage to do it for four guineas, wouldn’t you say, Miss Williams?’


‘I think we could just about manage that, Miss Greaves,’ agreed Miss Williams.


‘God almighty!’ cried Clara, the robustness of her expression contrasting strangely with her angelic appearance. In dark furs and with a black veil looped back from her face, her skin looked as pale as white hellebore petals touched with winter pink.


Miss Greaves swore a mental oath and steeled herself for some energetic haggling. Because Clara’s father owned the town’s principal earthenware works, the young lady plainly thought that every shopkeeper was out to overcharge her. Being aware of this, Miss Greaves always pitched her price too high at the outset, so she could drop it later after a convincing show of resistance.


Though Clara was unaware of it, during her childhood many tradespeople had thought her father a monster to deny his only daughter the dignity of summer silks. Instead he had made her wear cotton print dresses like a shopgirl. Only when Clara had come of age had Alfred Musson granted her a dress allowance. He was as rich as some of the county’s largest landowners and yet still lived in a town house so nondescript that most members of the local gentry refused to call there. Musson’s contempt for social ambitions and ostentation was well known, and while earning him the praise of fellow chapel-goers, it brought inevitable taunts of miserliness from shopkeepers.


‘If madam really wishes,’ the milliner sighed, ‘the dress could be trimmed with velvet for less money, but it would not look nearly so distingué.’


Miss Greaves nodded gravely, impressed by her colleague’s inspired choice of word. The daughter of a tradesman, however rich, would surely clutch at the reassurance of distinguished trimmings when dancing with the gentry at a hunt ball. But Clara laughed in a most disconcerting manner.


‘The leaves are fine on their own, Miss Greaves, but I won’t wear something like a servant’s bell rope round my waist. The idea of it!’


Clara smiled. Of course poor old Greavesy couldn’t be expected to know that she could appear in a sack at a county ball and still seem a perfect vision to the one person who mattered, namely the owner of Holcroft Park. Even this casual thought of Mr Charles Vyner made Clara feel pleasantly weak. His soft, low voice, his neat dark hair, his deep-brown eyes, and above all his gentlemanliness, had haunted her imagination almost from the day when he first called upon her. Being sure his feelings mirrored hers, Clara was cocooned in happiness.


She caught sight of herself in the big cheval glass, flanked by the two women. They wouldn’t be going dancing or riding in carriages with gentlemen. Indeed not. Their wasted lives rose up and flapped about like crows, casting black shadows over Clara’s bright mood. Thirty years in a draper’s shop, twelve hours a day, and all for twenty-five shillings a week. Long ago, Miss Greaves’s skin had absorbed the shop’s fustiness, and it was now as dull as parchment. Miss Williams’ back was bowed, and all her features were pinched and desiccated. It was merciful, thought Clara, that neither of them was likely to know about Charles Vyner’s love for her. From the very beginning, Charles had urged her to be discreet, and Clara had been glad to oblige him. Their love, he had insisted, would grow more strongly for being their private possession until they were ready to declare it to the world. So in spite of her father’s horrified objections, Clara had refused to take a chaperone when meeting Charles. In fact, practical considerations too had made discretion desirable. Charles found her father impossible to talk to and disliked calling on her at home. Since she found his mother equally uncongenial, when Clara visited Holcroft Park she usually told her coachman to approach via the stable gates instead of the carriage sweep, which was overlooked by Mrs Vyner’s windows.


Still mindful of her good fortune, Clara tried to look less brimful of hope and vitality. Yet her glowing face cried out in spite of her: I am free and you are not. I am young and loved and you are not.


Clara suddenly found that she had lost her enthusiasm for driving a hard bargain. She smiled engagingly and said, ‘What about three pounds ten shillings for the leaves without the rope?’


Amazed by such a reasonable proposal at this early stage, Miss Greaves agreed with alacrity. She and Miss Williams were all smiles. They liked to gossip with their clients and lost no time in getting started now that things were settled. Clara gazed idly at the scissors and chalk on the counter’s polished surface, wondering how soon she could leave without causing offence.


Then, as if lightning had struck from a clear blue sky, Miss Greaves said something that caught Clara with the force of a physical blow. ‘Lady Alice Hey don was in here this morning.’ The dressmaker’s voice sank lower. ‘I gather that Lady Alice is staying at Holcroft Park, as a guest of the Vyner family.’


Too shocked to feel the full pain of her wound, Clara stared stupidly at the brass yard measure nailed along the edge of the counter. The touch of pink in her cheeks had fled, but her white lips still held her smile in place.


Encouraged by such unexpected attentiveness from a lady whose mind often wandered, the milliner leaned across the counter confidingly. ‘Lady Alice’s maid told me that Her Ladyship means to hunt with the Ranfurley for the rest of the season. She had such a twinkle in her eye – the maid, you understand – that I don’t doubt we’ll be hearing of an engagement before long.’


‘Well, I never,’ murmured Clara. ‘I suppose we’ll have to wait as patiently as we can.’ Her lips ached with smiling as she buttoned her coat and put on her muff. She had meant to ask the date of the first fitting, but the dress had vanished from her mind.


She walked past two young assistants, sewing beside the stove, and then threaded her way like a tightrope walker between the coat and the hat stands. The boy who made up the parcels opened the door for her, and she went out into the street. A casual labourer was scraping frozen snow from the pavement with a shovel. She longed to seize it from him and strike sparks from the stones.


Clara tried to laugh, but an awful gasping groan escaped her. Tears spilled from her eyes. She saw herself broken and helpless, condemned forever to a spinster’s life. She staggered blindly past the free library, and the old men reading newspapers by lamplight. Fearing she would faint, she grasped the railings. I won’t collapse until I get home. I won’t. A horse tram clattered past. On the corner, a roast-chestnut man was warming his hands over his glowing brazier. Intent on reaching him, she stumbled on, slipping on the icy snow. I’ve lost everything, she thought. But wasn’t it worse than that? Hadn’t she just found out that she had never had anything to lose? The man she would have trusted with her life had been a rat all along.


*


Alfred Musson’s house was the last in a short Regency terrace, dwarfed by the crimson brick of the neighbouring Mechanics’ Institute. In his garden was a monkey puzzle tree, much loved by Clara, though if anyone had ever offered her father a good price for the wood, she guessed he would have felled it. During the last two decades, this older part of the town had been overwhelmed by new construction. But since her father gained more enjoyment from watching blungers, sifters, and pug mills in operation at his pottery works than in looking at Georgian buildings, recent developments had left him unmoved. He had made a modest contribution toward the creation of a municipal park but had never returned there after the opening, and so he had no idea that the keepers’ houses and the little decorative kiosks were now grimy with soot from the town’s kilns and chimneys. Pressing in around this small oasis were hundreds of huddled red-brown streets. From Clara’s room, the dark spire of the parish church and the neo-Gothic finials of the Free Trade Hall were the only structures that could be seen rising above the endless roofs.


Alfred Musson was a tall man with thinning grey hair and thick grizzled eyebrows. When his mind was engaged, he seemed forbidding, but in repose his face looked kindly and worried. His clothes were often shabby, though on special occasions he dressed appropriately. The two passions in his life were his pottery works and his only child. When he returned one evening to find Clara sobbing, he guessed the cause before being told it. He felt such rage with Vyner that he was tempted to snatch up a stick and seek him out at once. But suppose he blacked the scoundrel’s eye – or suffered a beating himself. Would Clara’s happiness be restored? Alas, no.


That evening, father and daughter dined together, looked down upon by Christ Walking on the Water – the largest oil painting in the house. Clara’s speech was indistinct; and most unlike herself, she spilled food on the table.


‘Clara, you’re drunk,’ he said quietly, appalled by his discovery.


‘Only a drop of medicinal brandy,’ she muttered, pushing back her chair with such force that she all but tipped it over.


Those who knew Alfred were amazed that a man so stern with his employees should be unable to cross his daughter. But ever since his wife’s death, ten years earlier, Alfred Musson had been clay in his daughter’s hands. He looked at her in alarm now. Her lovely face was contorted with indignation as well as grief.


‘You never wanted me to marry him – admit it, Pa. You’re pleased. So don’t pretend you’re not.’


‘I’m not pleased, my dear. Really I’m not,’ he soothed.


But in many ways he was. Alfred had always mistrusted Charles Vyner. What sort of man could be content to live on his rents, and sit moping for months on end in his library, or go rooting around for old brown pictures in foreign churches? A connoisseur, according to Clara. Charles, she had told him, was extending the art collection at Holcroft Park and writing about it in learned journals. Few men, it was said, knew more about how to tell an early Titian from a Giorgione. Though why anybody should want to do so was beyond Alfred Musson.


Clara pushed away her plate. Her lips were trembling. ‘You always loathed him.’


‘Not at all,’ he lied, tightening his grip on his cutlery. Tears were running down her cheeks, though she made no sound. If she were still a little girl, he could have sat her on his lap, but now there was nothing he could do to comfort her. Torn between his longings to shout abuse at the absent Vyner and to stroke his daughter’s long black hair, he did nothing, and felt all the worse for it.


About a year before Charles Vyner started to pursue Clara, Alfred Musson had heard that he hoped to marry the Earl of Desmond’s daughter, Lady Alice Heydon. But the earl had evidently thought that Lady Alice could do better. At any rate, he had withheld his consent. So when handsome Mr Vyner started to call on Clara, Alfred suspected that his recent rebuff had made him lower his sights – as he would have seen it. Manufacturers’ daughters, it must have occurred to him, could sometimes bring in more money than peers’ daughters. If they lacked a few social graces, no matter; these could be acquired. Imputing such thoughts to Mr Vyner, Alfred Musson had soon feared that the young landowner viewed Clara as a poor substitute for her predecessor. Now that Lady Alice had reappeared and been welcomed back by the entire Vyner family – having apparently worn down her noble father – Alfred was not very much astonished. But he loved Clara too much to say I told you so.


Looking at her father’s lined and careworn brow and his stooping shoulders, Clara wished that he could admit he was angry with her. The fire of the brandy had stolen through her body, making her limbs tingle and her emotions veer wildly from levity to maudlin rage. Her father’s mask of subdued sorrow added guilt to her other burdens, filling her with irritation one moment and sympathy the next. The poor man had never understood Charles’s appeal and so pitied her. His own idea of an ideal son-in-law was, predictably, a self-made monument to thrift, combining commercial canniness with religious piety. When Clara was nineteen, her father had introduced her to several likely men, one quite attractive and already owning a share in a local works. This paragon devoted his Sunday afternoons to superintending the men’s Bible class at the West Street Congregational Chapel and two evenings a week to teaching boxing at a boys’ club. Though kindly, and not without humour, he had no small talk and no interests beyond business and good causes.


But with Charles everything had been quite different. He despised practical pursuits and thought the cultivation of leisure the finest way to spend a life. He had inherited a magnificent estate at the age of twenty-six and saw no reason to worry about how or why his good fortune had arisen and whether he deserved it. Few days had passed without his sending to London for books on anything from Caravaggio to cannibalism and the limits of sea power. Like many poorly educated people, Clara tended to think too highly of those who had been more fortunate in this regard. She imagined, incorrectly, that Charles’s intellectual curiosity owed much to his years at Oxford. Taught from childhood that happiness not arising from service to others was self-indulgence, Clara had been captivated by Charles’s zestful descriptions of visits to Florence and Rome. His passion for Renaissance painting and his tales of seeking out lost masterpieces in remote villages had made her long to accompany him. Feeling ignorant and provincial, she had been thankful to have been given this chance to improve herself.


Up in her room after dinner, Clara kicked over the artist’s easel she had bought when starting life classes at the Sarston Institute of Arts and Crafts. Eager to learn, she had read numerous books on art history – all on Charles’s recommendation. She had replaced the religious prints of her childhood with vivid photogravure reproductions of Botticellis, Raphaels, and Bellinis. She had bought antique casts, odd bits of Oriental curtains, a Venetian mirror, some Chinese fans. Now these pretentious things made her sick with self-disgust. She ripped her own charcoal sketches from the walls and tossed them on the fire, along with the wilting flowers and puckered fruit that had been the subject of a still life. The oranges hissed and spat as they burned. She watched them for a moment before going to her desk by the window. Ripping open a drawer, she pulled out a bundle of letters. Yet the moment they too were on fire, she gasped with horror and fished them out with the tongs.


Her head was aching, and her thoughts tumbled about like the cargo in a rolling ship. Why care so much for a man who no longer cared a fig for her? But perhaps he did. Perhaps the Heydon girl had flung herself at him again without a word of encouragement; had turned up at Holcroft uninvited and been taken in out of pity. Charles’s snobbish mother might have urged the poor creature to come. Quite possible. Charles himself needn’t have been a party to it at all. All Clara’s memories of Charles’s tenderness towards her declared him innocent. And how could he have written such loving letters if he’d really intended to take back Alice Heydon? Yet even as her new hopes grew, old doubts returned. Why had Charles persisted in keeping their friendship secret? Because he had guessed all along that he might one day betray her, and had therefore been keen to ensure that very few people knew of their friendship? Then there was his failure to give any explanation of Lady Alice’s presence at Holcroft Park – a most damning omission. But Clara knew that however painful the truth might be, knowing it could hardly be worse than her present uncertainty.


She took a lamp from the central table to her writing desk. How could she compel him to see her? Since he hadn’t been able to bring himself to write a note, was it sensible to imagine that he would willingly face the unpleasantness of a meeting? Rage and thwarted passion made her cheeks flame. How dare he treat her like this? Would he have behaved so callously if she’d been a nobleman’s daughter? Certainly not. But a grubby tradesman’s girl was another matter. She snatched up a pencil and pressed so hard that she ripped the paper.




Charles,


Meet me in the Art Gallery at three o’clock on Wednesday, or Lady Alice sees your letters.


Clara





She scrawled his name and address on an envelope; then, fearing a change of heart, she ran downstairs. Not bothering with sealing wax, and pausing only to stamp the letter, Clara ran out into the snow without a coat or boots. She reached the box in time to catch the final post.


*


Clara had chosen to meet Charles at the Sarston Civic Gallery because it was the only public place likely to be empty in the middle of the afternoon. The main gallery was up a flight of marble stairs, and as Clara climbed them, her heart was thumping hard. She had deliberately worn her art school clothes – a tight-waisted coat with large pockets for sketchbooks, a floppy tie, and a soft felt hat – since she thought these garments made her look adventurous and capable. She was determined not to try to appeal to his sense of pity by seeming frail or pathetic. Under her skirts her legs shook, and she knew she was breathing too fast. Absurd, she told herself, for her to feel nervous, since she had harmed no one. Charles should be the one to feel wretched. Yet Clara’s nervousness showed no signs of easing.


In the gallery itself, he was nowhere to be seen. Clara looked around at the familiar pictures without really taking them in. The collection reflected the tastes of the aldermen and councillors who had chosen them: Alma-Tadema’s A Silent Greeting, in which a Roman soldier placed a tender hand on his intended’s arm as she gazed at his gift of flowers. In Arthur Hughes’s The Long Engagement, two besotted lovers held hands, shielded from prying eyes by an ivy-covered tree. Similar works hung on every wall. When Clara had last been here with Charles, he had ridiculed them all. This one was sentimental, that one melodramatic, its neighbour unintentionally humorous, and so forth. Clara had never thought to question a word he said. But now his mockery struck her as cruel and self-admiring. True love and piety were not to be mocked as hypocrisy by arrogant young men. Yet as she heard hurrying steps on the stairs, she feared she might faint.


Charles was wearing a tweed shooting jacket and mud-splashed gaiters, as if his visit to town had not been worth the trouble of a change of clothes. But he came towards her with a look of humble dejection on his handsome face. ‘You needn’t have threatened me, Clara. How can you think I’d refuse to see you?’


His gentle, apologetic tones momentarily dulled her anger. ‘Why didn’t you write to me?’ she asked in a shaking voice.


‘Clara, my sweet Clara, try and understand my situation. I’d asked Alice to marry me before we met. When her damn-fool father suddenly changed his mind and consented, what could I do?’


‘Told her you’d fallen in love with somebody else.’ Her words burst out in a breathless rush.


‘But I’d never withdrawn my offer of marriage. Lady Alice had been working on her father all that time. She’d never stopped hoping.’


‘Then was it right to mislead me?’ cried Clara, suddenly beside herself.


She plucked several envelopes from a pocket just as a dignified man in a frock coat was entering the gallery. Clara recognized Mr Harsent, the manager of Sarston’s largest bank. But had he been the Prime Minister, she could not have kept silent. She chose a letter at random and started to read in a trembling voice. ‘“I can’t endure not seeing you, my sweet. Please, please, my love, let me touch your hand and breathe the air where you have stood just for a few minutes each day. I must look into your lovely eyes and—”’


‘Clara, please … we’re not alone,’ gasped Charles, no longer suavely insouciant.


‘How could you write like that while knowing you hadn’t finished with her?’


‘I never expected her father to relent. So of course I saw no point in hurting her a second time by ending it formally.’


‘What about my feelings, Charles? Didn’t they deserve the same consideration?’


He moved closer, blocking the bank manager’s view of her. Then he said in his saddest, most caressing voice, ‘Clara, I can’t bear you to think I didn’t adore you. Never in my worst nightmares did I dream of a situation like this.’


Clara detected traces of normal Charles peeping through cracks in his contrite mask. He darted an oblique look at her from under half-closed lids – exactly the kind of covert glance he always employed when judging the effect he was having on anyone. But his physical presence still dazed her: the way his hair was brushed up like burnished wings on either side of his head, the confident curl of his lips, his graceful movements. And yet she felt a spasm of fierce dislike.


Clara said very quietly, ‘Why lie to me, Charles? You did exactly what you wanted. She was your first choice, but in case you couldn’t have her, you thought you’d better have a second string. No time wasted then.’ Only while actually saying this did Clara know in her heart that she had been used. A wave of grief left her gasping and sniffing.


‘Don’t cry, Clara. I can’t bear us to part like this.’ Again the tender catch in his voice. He tried to take her hand, but she thrust him away furiously. Her breasts were heaving as she struggled not to weep. Her sense of outrage was so great that she no longer cared what he thought. She saw her reflection in the glass of a small watercolour – a face as melodramatic as any depicted on the gallery walls. Like a madwoman, she thought, sobered by it. Would Lady Alice ever demean herself like this? She who had grown up under the gaze of gamekeepers and ditchers, coachmen and parlourmaids? Of course not. Lady Alice would be an asset to her husband, however badly he behaved. Clara had imagined being proud and dignified. But now behaving well seemed a forlorn and empty consolation. Wouldn’t it only make their parting easier for him if she remained stoical? And then she simply decided she had had enough.


She was turning to go when she felt his restraining hands on her shoulders. A party of schoolchildren with their teacher was entering the gallery.


‘Please let me go,’ she murmured coldly.


‘Can I have the rest of my letters?’ he asked in a low, urgent voice.


Across the gallery, immediately beneath the soft white flesh of a large Lord Leighton nude, the children were being warned by their teacher not to snigger. Clara did not take in his words as he urged them to show respect in this ‘temple of art’. All she was aware of was a smile hovering on Charles’s shapely lips. Moments before their parting forever, he was smiling – actually smiling. She couldn’t believe it. He had been shameless enough to ask for his letters, having made her no apology for his behaviour. It was perfectly obvious that without her threat to send the letters to Lady Alice, Charles would never have met her here. With a shout of rage, she plunged her hands into her pockets and tossed handfuls of letters up into the air. As she turned to go, she heard a burst of ragged laughter from the children. Charles Vyner was on his knees, scrabbling to retrieve his lying words.



















CHAPTER 2





In the months that followed her rejection, Clara’s pain and bewilderment did not fade away. Her worried father held himself partly responsible. By spoiling Clara, he believed, he had led her to expect to get whatever she wanted and had therefore left her ill prepared to endure failure or disappointment. During their largely silent meals, Alfred often recalled how happy and talkative she had been as a child before her mother died. Afterwards, he had thought that her faith would enable Clara to accept her loss. And sometimes, in the years that followed, she had seemed to come to terms with it, but little incidents had kept reminding Alfred that her deepest wounds remained unhealed.


One day, three years after her mother’s death, Clara – then fifteen – had been walking home with Alfred from a chapel meeting. It had been early evening, and they could see into many lamplit rooms. The area of town was a poor one, with numerous rooming houses. In a drab basement room of one such house, two children were sitting up in little cots, while their mother bent over them. ‘That’s the only heaven there is,’ Clara had blurted out. A few weeks later, she had stopped coming to chapel with her father, and soon she had pained him by visiting friends on the Sabbath and by playing tennis – though in deference to chapelgoers’ feelings, she always wrapped her racket in brown paper on her way to the courts.


Clara’s friends were mostly the daughters of affluent people – solicitors, potters’ valuers, commission agents, and so forth. With them, she attended dress shows and Palm Court concerts and went on shopping expeditions. Alfred sometimes wept at the change in her. He remembered Clara in childhood begging to accompany her mother, whenever she visited sick old women or read the Bible to the girls employed in a local cardboard factory. Some of these workers had been tubercular, and this was later thought to explain the infection that had killed Mrs Musson.


Clara knew she was making her father wretched by absenting herself from the chapel’s social functions as well as from its religious services. But she could not help it. As a girl she had loved to do good deeds. But the impulse had died with her mother; and afterwards, charitable acts, performed against the grain, had made her feel mean and hypocritical. She had gone on helping people only out of a sense of duty, and so had lost the afterglow that had once rewarded her spontaneous acts of generosity.


Years earlier, Clara had prayed that her bullying dancing teacher would die. And although God had not answered this prayer, Clara had never quite broken the habit of appealing for special favours. ‘Please let my mother live’ had merely been the last and most urgent appeal of all. Yet even then Clara had known in her heart that no God could be worth believing in if He listened to individual pleas. He was omniscient, so if something was right and just, He would do it anyway, without needing to be nudged. After her mother’s death, the process of praying had become synonymous with giving up hope. How could it have been right or just of Him not to have spared such a good and blameless person? Clara felt that she had been talking to herself. It was now nine years since she had prayed.


In the months after losing Charles, Clara tried, with limited success, to be rational about what had happened. She had loved him, she told herself, without knowing what sort of man he was. It was shameful to admit it, but she had probably been influenced by the romantic novels of Miss Braddon and Charlotte M. Yonge. Their humble heroines obeyed their hearts and fell for well-born heroes who, if sometimes feckless, at least always lived in elegant surroundings. And in Clara’s case, surroundings had been important. The plain and ugly furniture in her father’s house, the wax flowers and beadwork, the devotional texts in their heavy frames, had made Clara hungry for beauty. The drabness of the town had added to her sense of artistic deprivation. So when Charles Vyner preached his gospel of high art and hedonism, he had found a receptive pupil in Clara. How delightful, after she had admired magnificent rooms, to sit under a parasol in an open phaeton en route to a bluebell wood, there to enjoy a picnic of tender lamb cutlets on a bed of asparagus tips, followed by cold partridge and a crisp salad, all washed down with chilled champagne. Looking back on such halcyon days and on Charles’s many amusing sayings, Clara told herself that without loyalty and respect between people, nothing they did together could signify a thing – and yet she still could not end her grief.


*


On a freezing evening almost a year later, Alfred asked Clara to come with him to a fund-raising lecture in the town’s Temperance Hall. He had noticed a marked improvement in his daughter’s spirits, and so felt hopeful that she would come. The lecture was to be delivered by a missionary who had just returned from Africa and had already given some very popular talks in London. Such men were received by the faithful of Sarston with almost as much adulation as was lavished upon world-famous explorers. But while Alfred knew that he could hardly expect Clara to react in that way, he was confident that she would be impressed. He had met Robert Haslam at a prayer meeting in an alderman’s house and considered him superior to most missionaries.


Knowing how disappointed her father would be if she refused to come, Clara accepted his invitation. Being familiar with the jargon of evangelism, she expected to be bored. When she arrived, the atmosphere in the Temperance Hall was expectant and emotional. People wanted to be moved by tales of noble endeavour. Clara, seeing the missionary step on to the dais, was at first amused. His skin had been so darkly tanned that he looked like a Negro himself. His jutting brows and slightly emaciated face reminded her of Elijah (or had it been Elisha?) as depicted in a well-remembered child’s edition of the Old Testament. As he began to speak, she stifled a laugh. His voice was strange, as if his tongue had trouble framing ordinary words; he spoke English with perfect grammar but with a most peculiar accent.


Yet the rustling of dresses and scattered coughs soon died away. Although Clara was irritated by the rapt expressions on so many admiring female faces, even she could not deny that Robert Haslam was a peculiarly persuasive man. Instead of treating them to missionary clichés about dark and degraded minds being illuminated by the Gospel, he asked his audience to consider what they would think if a stranger arrived in Sarston and asked them to abandon their customs.


‘Would you give up monogamous marriage because a foreigner said it was wrongheaded? I’m sure you wouldn’t – not even when he told you that in his country a man can be respected only if he has many wives and children. Or would you agree to give your house and land to the king because an African told you that only kings are entitled to own land?’ Robert Haslam gazed benignly at the well-dressed people sitting in the front row. ‘Of course you wouldn’t. It’s hard to abandon one’s own customs, even when somebody who may know better tells you why you should. That’s why missionaries have to understand the people they wish to convert.’ He looked around. ‘Are there any bankers here tonight? If so, prepare to be shocked. I’m afraid Africans think that thrift is evil. In my small village, if my harvest is better than my neighbour’s, I’d be wise to share my grain with him. Next year my harvest may be poor and his may be abundant. Africans survive famines by sharing their grain and not by selfishly saving it for themselves.’ Again he looked around. ‘There must be many shopkeepers and manufacturers here. Well, my friends, you won’t like to hear this: Africans care nothing for punctuality. They’ve no clocks and have never heard a factory bell. They think it’s better to take life easy than to rush from place to place.’


Clara felt bemused. If no way of life was better or worse than any other, how could a missionary expect people to believe that his beliefs were superior? She was pondering this when Haslam declared loudly:


‘Africans ought to live as they like: owning little, sharing much, without envy of each other or lust for wealth.’ He smiled reassuringly at the puzzled faces in front of him. ‘But, my friends, while I love my African brothers and find much among them to admire, I see terrible cruelty too. When I first came to live with Chief Mponda’s people, Mponda had just strangled one of his wives for infidelity. Polygamy is unimaginably vile, and I am fighting it with all my strength. Mponda gives orders for twins to be murdered at birth. Tradition tells him that disaster will strike if he doesn’t. He’s not an unusually brutal chief, but in his eyes trial by ordeal is a perfect form of justice. So innocent people are forced to drink poison every year. And many harmless men and women are drowned or burned as witches. You cannot imagine the suffering caused by witchcraft unless you witness the horror of it yourself. Ladies and gentlemen, the conversion of a single chief to Christianity can spare the lives of hundreds and save the souls of thousands more. Unless you support missions with money, then you will be as bad as the man who sees someone dying in the gutter but does nothing to lift him up.’


Robert Haslam was soon describing his winning of the tribe’s trust by treating diseases and building a watercourse. It suddenly came to Clara why his accent was so strange. The man had spoken no English for years. She gazed at him in astonishment. Without anyone of his own race to help him, this gaunt-faced man had compiled a native dictionary and translated the Bible. His description of doing this was so straightforward that she saw at once how incredibly difficult it must have been to find native idioms to match English ones, especially since numerous English words had no African counterparts.


Haslam now described an attempt to kill him. He had been invited to watch a lion hunt, and during it, a spear had been thrown, wounding him in the thigh. Since he had been standing nowhere near the cornered beast, this could only have been a deliberate attack. Clara felt a tight emotional ache in her throat. She could not help comparing the dangerous events of his life with the petty social happenings of her own. He had risked everything repeatedly for the sake of others, yet how many times, since her mother’s death, had she run even the small risk of visiting one of her father’s sick workers? Unless giving employment to the dressmakers and drapers could be said to justify an existence, what did she ever do that was of the smallest benefit to a living soul?


As the missionary uttered passages of Scripture, Clara remembered her mother’s lips framing the selfsame verses, and her eyes filled. ‘For what does it profit a man to gain the whole world and forfeit his soul … I am come that they might have life more abundantly … Commit thy way unto the Lord and He shall direct thy steps.’ For the first time in years, the meaning of these passages shone out clearly for her. She sensed that he would soon stop speaking and realized that she did not want this to happen. His voice sounded clumsy to her no longer, but rich and full and at the same time decisive. When he said a final prayer for all the suffering people in the world, the men and women around her were sinking to their knees.


Afterwards, Robert’s outspread hands and compassionate eyes remained with Clara as she walked wet-cheeked into the gaslit street. Charles had once told her that all acts of self-sacrifice gratified some hidden desire or eased some personal fear. Self-indulgence was a lot less devious, he had said. How trivial he seemed now.


The following day, Clara could not get Robert Haslam out of her mind. His dedication and courage haunted her. Until now she had regarded a man of almost forty as practically in his grave. Yet when she thought of Robert, age became irrelevant. Almost for the first time in her life, she believed she had encountered a truly good man. Thinking about him, Clara remembered something she had not thought about for years. When she was four, her favourite doll had been a small Negress made of wood. She had been called Martha, and Clara’s love for her had continued long after her hair fell out and her skull became dotted with holes like a worn-out brush. Without understanding why, Clara found this memory comforting.


*


Alfred Musson was treasurer of the West Street Chapel, and so most visiting preachers and missionary fund-raisers came to dine with him before they left Sarston. Robert Haslam was no exception. In the hall, his weather-beaten face and powerful voice had made Clara think him rugged. Seeing him again, and so close to her, she was surprised by his long, delicate features and high forehead. As he shook her hand, he said something unremarkable about being pleased to be dining with her father, and she was aware of his hand pressing hers. Though physically slighter than she remembered, he still radiated strength.


Despite his greying hair and lined face, Clara noticed a boyish untidiness about the missionary: buttons missing on his old frock coat and a tendency for his necktie to slip to one side. He also had a habit of sitting exactly as it pleased him: hunched forward or leaning far back in his chair. On his first evening at her house, Robert Haslam managed to make her father laugh while discussing that most delicate of all subjects, ‘political agitation’. Robert achieved this by luring her father into suggesting ever more barbaric punishments for union men, until at last even Alfred had exploded at the absurdity of it all.


After they had finished eating, Clara tried to get Robert to tell her more about the lion hunt and the attack on him that might have ended his life; instead he talked about lion hunting in general and the extraordinary bravery of the hunters.


‘Imagine being so close that you can smell the lion’s breath and hear the black tuft on his tail thumping the ground. Even then you won’t be close enough to kill him with a spear.’


Robert said other things that made Clara think he was deliberately trying to understate the dangers and discomforts he had faced. He talked about the kind of toys African children liked – tin trumpets and skittles were very popular; and how Africans reacted on first seeing such civilized wonders as Eno’s Fruit Salts fizzing in a glass – they believed it would be boiling hot. Haslam did not mention his wife’s death in Africa five years before – Clara learned this from her father after Robert had gone. Later during this first evening, her father tried to get his guest to define how he stood on a particular doctrine that was currently controversial among nonconformists. But Robert sidestepped the question, saying instead something that would stick in Clara’s mind.


‘Christianity is really a way of life and nothing to do with dogma. There’s only one question to ask: “Do I follow the example of Christ’s life in the way I live mine?” No other question matters.’


*


Alfred Musson had heard that Robert Haslam meant to spend no more than ten days in Sarston. In fact he would stay nearly three weeks, returning there, after lecturing in other towns, on five separate occasions before his furlough expired.


One afternoon, a few days after dining at the Mussons’, Haslam called on them again. Alfred was not at home, but Clara received the missionary in her father’s library. After some inconsequential chatter, Haslam lifted a copy of David Livingstone’s Missionary Travels from the shelves and started to read aloud. In Robert’s chosen passage, the great man described how he had made his own building bricks and how his wife had baked their bread in an oven hollowed out of an anthill.


‘“There is little hardship in self-dependence, and married life is all the sweeter when so many comforts emanate from a husband’s and wife’s own hands. To some it may even seem a romantic life.”’ Robert had read these words with an apologetic smile. But from the expression on Clara’s face, it was clear that she did not think he had any need to reproach himself. He was still reading when Alfred returned, almost an hour later.


On the following Sunday morning, Alfred left early for chapel with some of the other elders. Clara had not thought of going too, until Mr Haslam unexpectedly called for her. As she walked beside him through the town, feeling slightly dazed, she became intensely aware of the shape of his hands and of a lock of hair that fell across his brow. She found herself telling him about a revival meeting in the chapel years earlier and her failure to declare her faith. This memory upset her more than she had expected.


‘But I see God shining in you so clearly,’ he insisted. And then, to her amazement, the warm concern in his ungainly voice squeezed from her the admission that she had lost her faith. It was the last thing she had imagined herself telling him. Yet now that she had done so, she longed for guidance.


Robert said gently, ‘Seeds of belief can remain dormant for years before coming to life. Don’t regret the past, Miss Musson. Our lapses and our returns to Christ are all part of our spiritual growth, like circles in the trunk of a tree.’


It was a bitterly cold morning, and their breath came in clouds. As they crossed the railway bridge, a red signal light glowed in the deep canyon of the track.


‘But surely,’ she murmured anxiously, ‘dormant seeds don’t come to life unless the soil around them changes.’


He gazed at her with understanding. ‘Changes can come imperceptibly, like a sea tide. Even now the change may be on its way.’ His eyes held hers, and for a fraction of a moment she felt that they saw each other without any barriers or pretences. ‘You mustn’t worry,’ he added softly. ‘Not everyone has a Damascus Road experience. Love life. Follow Christ’s example. Seek and ye shall find.’


At first she pretended to herself that she did not know why these words were such a relief to her. But she did know, really. If he had been disappointed by her confession, or condescendingly censorious, it would have been impossible for her to continue seeing him. But since he seemed happy with a gradual process of aspiring towards faith, she could feel relaxed with him.


*


In the immediate aftermath of Charles’s treachery, Clara had made the acquaintance of some cavalry officers, whose regiment had been stationed just outside Sarston. Subsequently she had been invited to witness full-dress parades and point-to-points and to attend a regimental ball. The conversation of her hosts had been largely about sport and horses; and since many of them were said to have mistresses, Clara had found it hard to feel at ease with them. By their code of behaviour, a born lady, or even a rich merchant’s daughter like herself, was absolutely out of bounds before marriage, since she would be ‘ruined’ if ‘deflowered’ – more accurately, her marriage chances would be ruined. Consequently many of these young officers preferred affairs with married women.


After Charles’s treachery, Clara felt that she could never risk marrying any man who she suspected might be the type to fall in and out of love. She could not endure the thought of becoming one of those wives who were obliged to turn for their happiness to children, house, and garden after their husbands had betrayed them. If she was ever to give her heart again, she would have to be sure that she was prized by an entirely honourable man. In spite of having longed to be mistress of a great house, she now thought only of being married to a man with special qualities. Her faith in love had survived but in a new form: she saw it as something sacred – more a matter of personal dedication than an arrangement bringing happiness or self-fulfilment.


When Robert had left the Mussons’ house after dining there for the fourth time, Clara experienced an emptiness so desolating that she could not hide her distress. In six weeks Robert would return to Africa, and she might never see him again. Although Clara herself did not know it, her father was well aware of her feelings and was terrified by them. Since his wife’s death, Alfred had become so dependent on Clara that he dreaded the day when she would eventually marry. The possibility that she might then live abroad had been his worst nightmare. Yet so absorbed had Clara been with her own emotions that she had scarcely noticed her father’s distress.


After breakfast each day, Alfred usually retired to his study to go through his post and read the papers before leaving for the pottery works. Clara would listen for his tread on the stairs, so she could be in the hall in time to kiss him goodbye. On the morning following another of Haslam’s evening visits, Clara moved towards her father in the usual way, but he stepped back from her. His kind, tired eyes were acutely anxious.


‘You’ll be seeing Mr Haslam later, I daresay?’


‘He’s presenting Scripture prizes at Mill Lane School,’ she answered, as if the event were only of passing interest to her.


‘Will you be going, Clara?’


‘I’ve been asked, so perhaps I will.’ But of course she would go, and she knew that her father knew. His silence was very painful to her.


‘Do you love him?’ he blurted out at last. The fear in his voice both reproached and stung her. How could something so precious to her seem like death to him?


‘What a question!’ she replied briskly, forcing a smile. Her father’s tragic expression did not alter.


‘He certainly loves you.’


‘He’s never given me any sign of it.’


Her father took a deep breath, as if struggling to suppress anger. ‘Then why does he keep visiting us?’


‘Don’t be angry,’ she begged. How could her even-tempered and affectionate father feel such hostility? His face was flushed, and he could not keep still.


‘It’s unforgivable,’ he burst out. ‘A man of his age playing on a young girl’s feelings. But he’s so good and selfless, isn’t he?’


‘He is good, Father,’ she insisted.


‘Is he really?’ Her father nodded with heavy irony. ‘What’s good about making you love him just before he leaves for Africa? Do good men behave like that?’


‘My feelings are my fault, not his.’


‘Don’t be an idiot, Clara. He’ll ask for your hand as soon as he thinks you can’t bear him to leave England. Missionaries aren’t fools. They know that when they ask too soon, the woman is still too worried about foreign discomforts to say yes. She’ll only lose her head when the man’s about to go.’


‘You don’t know Robert at all,’ she gasped out, stunned by her father’s mistrust. At the same time she was wildly excited. Was he right? Could Robert really love her?


That afternoon, she went to the prize-giving. The school hall was crowded with pupils, parents, and visitors. Robert talked to the children in a relaxed and natural way about how African girls and boys spent their days, and what was expected of them by their parents and their chief. As always, Clara was moved by seeing this ungainly but mesmeric man holding the attention of a roomful of people. She could not stop gazing at him. His hair was greying, but his brisk movements were those of a far younger man.


After the prizes had been presented, the governors and their wives departed, and Clara pushed her way through the throng of children towards the platform. She found Robert talking animatedly to the new mistress of the junior school. To see him standing beside this young and attractive woman made Clara catch her breath – not because she suspected that their conversation was anything but innocent, but because in that instant it came to her that Robert owed her no special duty of any kind. It was quite possible that he respected the teacher more than her, since she earned her living and was of use to others. Clara walked away to calm herself for a moment, but cannoned into the headmaster in the doorway. He was dragging in a pretty, curly-haired girl by the ear. The child looked familiar to Clara.


‘Let her go,’ she cried. Her anger at this public humiliation of a child was sharpened by her own distress. ‘What on earth has she done?’


‘She didn’t curtsy to the governors’ wives,’ snapped the headmaster. ‘Didn’t even stand still, though they walked by as close as you are, Miss Musson.’


As the headmaster released his grip, the girl raised her head, and Clara at once recognized her.


‘Will you cane her hands, Mr Rivett?’


Mr Rivett drew himself up. ‘I think you can depend on me to know what punishment is required when children show no respect to their betters.’


A year earlier, Clara had sometimes come to the school to read to the younger children when their teacher was ill. She remembered this particular child, in her spotless pinafore and carefully darned stockings. Her name was Jane Hobley, and her younger sister had recently died and been denied a church funeral – only receiving committal prayers at the graveside – and all because the vicar had mistakenly feared that the corpse might infect the congregation. Diphtheria had been given as the cause of death on the certificate, although the doctor had never visited her. The family had sworn that she died of pneumonia, but the vicar had refused to lift his ban.


Clara said sharply, ‘Were the vicar and his wife anywhere nearby when Jane refused to curtsy?’


‘They were, Miss Musson, but I fail to see what that can signify.’


While Clara was explaining, with Jane’s help, she turned and saw Robert Haslam listening to her. As soon as the child had been pardoned, Robert eyed Clara with such a tender gaze that her cheeks burned.


‘I might have known you’d hate injustice,’ he said softly. And his admiration set her pulse knocking loud and swift. He does care for me, she told herself. She was overjoyed and yet frightened. From the moment she had started to care for him, she had feared that a man who gave his whole life to the service of others would expect too much of those close to him. Then she reminded herself that Charles too had been daunting, in his own way. Perhaps she needed to be a little fearful of a man in order to fall in love with him.


Robert offered to walk Clara home. As they emerged in the darkening street, the lamplighter was at work with his pole and ladder, and shops were closing. Robert was intrigued by the jeweller’s immense roll-down iron shutter, which was being levered into position as they passed.


‘People in my village would think the English very wicked to need such a thing.’ He smiled at her, but Clara was unsure whether he was being serious.


‘Are Africans really better people than we are?’


‘I only wish they were.’ He sighed. ‘In most tribes, the basketmaker and the blacksmith are the only skilled craftsmen, so there aren’t any precious objects to steal. Oxen are valuable; but every beast is immediately recognized, so only a madman would steal one. I’m afraid there’s very little virtue in their honesty.’


‘Do they ever steal from you?’


‘Never.’


‘But you must own things they consider precious.’


‘Oh, yes. But if they took my watch or even a cup or spoon, it would be obvious where it came from if they ever used it.’ After a pause, he murmured, ‘I really can’t express how much I enjoy talking to you about Africa.’


The coal smoke in the air made Robert cough a good deal as they walked. After the clear, warm air of Africa, Clara imagined he must find these winter days in Sarston an ordeal. She could not help noticing how much more solemn he grew as they neared their destination. Then, unexpectedly, Robert took her arm. It was the first time he had touched her except to shake hands, and the pressure of his fingers through her coat filled her with unreasoning happiness.


As they were walking along beside the railings of the little park close to her father’s house, she turned to Robert. He was staring ahead, unconscious that he was being observed. They were passing a lamp, and in that startling instant, before he could compose his face, she saw a look of such anguished uncertainty that her view of him as someone far above ordinary human frailty vanished like summer dew. And her knowledge of his weakness undid her. At that moment, she knew that never, not even in dreams, had she felt anything to compare with her love for this man.


Without looking at her, he said in a voice that was both harsh and breathless, ‘I know I haven’t the right to ask as much of anyone – only Christ had the right to ask it of his disciples – but I must ask you, Clara, though you can have no idea of the sacrifices involved. You will have to give up everything if you accept me.’


‘Love is not afraid of sacrifices,’ she whispered.


‘Then will you have me?’ Hope transformed him after his nervousness. She was amazed at the force of the emotion her few words had unleashed. Yet while she remained silent, he still suffered. It was intolerable that he should be afraid and looking to her for a sign. She reached out her hands in a gesture of profound sympathy.


‘Yes,’ she told him. ‘Yes, my love.’


Light-headed with relief, they embraced, leaning weakly against the sooty railings of the municipal park. The gas lamps glowed like blurred haloes in the evening fog.


*


When Alfred Musson heard the news of Clara’s decision, he wept. Clara had expected grief, but not the terrible racking sobs that shook her father’s body. Alfred had guessed that a proposal would be made, but he never dreamed that his daughter would accept without first discussing her answer. He was inclined to forbid the match but knew that Clara would disobey him if he did. He would also look ridiculous. Chapel elders could not with impunity pay lip service to the heroism of missionaries one moment, and the next treat them like lepers unworthy to offer marriage to decent tradesmen’s daughters.


Alfred lay awake for hours each night and soon looked thin and haggard. While Clara could scarcely remember a time when he had not gone to the works unless really ill, in the days immediately after her announcement he delegated everything to his general manager and hardly left the house. Every day, he kept up his onslaught against the marriage, until Clara refused to dine with him unless he promised not to speak of it. Whatever his intentions, he usually succumbed to an outpouring of reproaches before Mrs Gabb, the housekeeper, brought in their pudding.


His complaints, though numerous, were invariably the same: the discrepancy in their ages made such a union unnatural; Haslam had taken advantage of her youth and innocence; scores of white people died of disease in Africa every year; there were no doctors for hundreds of miles; and absolutely no society. For a woman raised in the colonies, the life would be harsh, but for a gently nurtured girl from England it would be torture. According to Clara’s father, Robert was considering not her interests but only his own pleasure and comfort. ‘And what about me?’ asked Alfred. ‘Has Robert Haslam given a single thought to the constant dread a father feels when he knows that any day he may hear news of his child’s death?’ Alfred was also very angry that Robert had not talked seriously to Clara about recent disturbances in South Central Africa. In 1893, a mere two years before, the white pioneers had defeated the Matabele without subduing them. And why should a proud tribe of savages, who had not yet committed themselves in an all-out struggle, be content to accept the rule of white foreigners in a country over which they themselves had long claimed sovereignty?


Her father’s conviction that Robert had somehow used his greater age and experience to trick her into accepting him made Clara very angry. In her opinion, to marry a man both wiser and morally better than herself could only be to her advantage. Never again, she told her father, after becoming Robert’s wife, would she feel guilty about leading a pointless existence.


‘Do you want me to live in a cage?’ she asked during supper one evening. ‘I might as well be dead if I spend the rest of my life in Sarston.’


Alfred put down his knife and fork and said sadly, ‘You wouldn’t be the only girl to marry a local man and choose to live close to a widowed parent.’


‘Oh, yes,’ she cried. ‘And people would applaud me. They’d praise me even more if I remained a spinster and lived with you. Noble and self-sacrificing, they’d call it. I call it cowardly to run away from risks. How could I turn my back on the fullest life I could ever hope to live?’


‘It may be a short life,’ he muttered. His moist eyes under their familiar bushy eyebrows made Clara feel brutal. His hair had become much thinner recently, making him seem older and more vulnerable.


‘Nobody knows more about Africa than Robert,’ she reassured, distressed by his unhappiness. ‘Of course he’ll look after me.’


He reached out to her across the plates to grasp her hands. ‘Clara, I beg you to examine your motives. Aren’t you confusing love with a passion for adventure? Are you really sure you’re in love?’


All Clara’s tender feelings were frozen by his refusal to accept the reality of her emotions. And, as so often those days, their conversation ended in recrimination.


Alfred’s last throw came two days later, when he threatened to disinherit her. Knowing he did not expect to influence her, Clara guessed that he hoped Robert might decide to delay matters, in case his haste might do lasting damage to his future wife. But Clara simply told her father, as gently as she knew how, that she would marry, with or without his consent, before the end of Robert’s furlough. From that moment, Alfred’s will to oppose her collapsed. If she was bent on self-destruction, what could he do?


So Robert Haslam and Clara Musson were married. Alfred wanted a quiet ceremony, and since Robert’s parents were dead, there was nobody to argue with him. Certainly Clara did not want to see Sarston’s richest citizens studying her through lorgnettes and opera glasses. Her father’s incredulity at her choice of partner was a useful indication of what she might have expected from other affluent members of the community, and she had therefore been determined to give their curiosity no scope.


Afterwards, Clara would have preferred to take rooms in Sarston, or elsewhere, until their departure for Africa; but her father would have seen that as a further act of betrayal. So a second bed had been moved into the room that had been hers since childhood, and it was here that her marriage was consummated. And in spite of the strain of being in the same house as her father, Clara was ecstatically happy. Robert treated her with devoted reverence, often murmuring endearments that sounded very like prayers to her, not that she minded in the least. He once spoke of her bed as ‘the altar of my passion’, a phrase she thought beautiful and in the spirit of ‘with my body I thee worship’. Their lovemaking became for her not just the greatest pleasure in her life but a perfect expression of their real union.


To please her father, she took Robert to the works one day and showed him the various processes through which raw clay passed before its final transformation into painted and glazed vessels. They examined the huge cupboards in which the pots were steam-dried, row after row of them on shelves. ‘“Hath not the potter power over the clay, of the same lump to make one vessel unto honour, and another unto dishonour,”’ declaimed Robert. Alfred was dismayed when the missionary expressed pity for the girl who painted the lines on cups. Her job was dull now, agreed Alfred, but one day she would graduate to flowers and be the envy of the other factory girls.


The following day, Clara and Robert drove out in Alfred’s brougham on to the moors to the west of the town. The landscape was scarred by spoil from coal mines, and the pit-villages they passed were drab and grim. But Robert had been hungry for open skies. Up on the top of Hartoft Ridge, Clara told the coachman to stop, and they got out. There had been heavy rain, and the moorland was dark and forbidding. They walked along the track, stepping between puddles that reflected a stormy sky.


After walking in silence for some time, he stroked the fur trimming on the cuffs of her coat. ‘I’m afraid you’ll need rather different clothes in Africa.’


Pleased that he should want to discuss her wardrobe, Clara said eagerly, ‘I’ve been going through the catalogues of several tropical outfitters.’


Robert frowned. ‘Don’t they mainly cater for the kind of ladies who go to Africa with their husbands to shoot game? I’d prefer you to wear homelier things. A local dressmaker could run up some simple designs. Fine and fancy things don’t last, not with frequent washing.’


‘But will I have time to get everything made before we sail? The outfitters do at least have plenty of styles and sizes in stock.’


He looked her full in her face, and she knew at once that he was bracing himself to say something she would find unwelcome. ‘I’ve thought a lot about this,’ he said at last. ‘I’m afraid we can’t go out together at the same time. Before I left, the tribe was about to move to better grazing. I’ll have to build another house for us in the new village.’


Too shocked to speak at first, she finally gasped, ‘Can’t we live in a native hut while you’re building it?’


‘It wouldn’t suit you at all.’


‘I’m not a Dresden shepherdess,’ she cried.


‘Clara, my sweet, their huts have no chimneys. Smoke from the cooking fire seeps out through the thatch and goes everywhere. In the rainy season, the mud’s terrible, even inside. They know nothing about drainage.’


She grasped his arm. ‘I’d rather drown than stay in Sarston without you. Think what my father’s going to say.’


Robert slipped an arm around her waist. ‘I wish I could alter the facts, my dearest. I’d love you to come out with me, but it wouldn’t be right. Water’s a worse problem. A few weeks after the rains end, there won’t be a drop for a bath. Everything has to be saved for drinking and cooking. Until I’ve built a storage dam, life will be unbearable.’


She was so choked that her voice was scarcely audible. ‘Why didn’t you tell me weeks ago?’


‘It would only have depressed you.’


‘I had a right to know.’


‘It would have cast a cloud over our wedding. I can’t believe it would have made you refuse me if you’d known.’


‘Of course not. But there would have been less reason to marry quickly. That’s the point.’


‘You’re wrong there, Clara. I won’t be in England again for five or six years.’


Clara felt an ache of disappointment in her throat. Robert was wonderfully clear-headed, but he had no idea why he had caused her such offence. By protecting her from unpleasant living conditions, he had shown a serious lack of faith in her. How many missionaries felt that their wives lacked the fortitude to share all their discomforts? Hardly any, she imagined. When Robert tried to hold her gloved hand, she pulled it away. Even as she longed for him to let her suffer in silence, he kept telling her things he ought to have said before. Apparently a schoolhouse and a chapel had also to be built in the new place. But worse than anything was his determination to delay her arrival until after the chief had been converted.


‘I would like to see his baptism more than anything on earth, Robert. I know how much it will mean to you.’


He refused to meet her outraged eyes, but stared at his muddy shoes. ‘I wish the chief had no enemies, but he does; and these misguided people bitterly oppose his conversion. They hate me, Clara.’ He sighed heavily. ‘I can’t give them a chance to upset you, my dear. As soon as the ceremony has taken place, there’ll be no more hostility. For both our sakes, please be patient. It may not be as long as a year. Please try to understand.’


‘A year?’ she repeated dumbly.


She stood motionless for a moment, then turned abruptly and walked towards the brougham. Dear God, a year. Robert walked beside her for a while, until she turned her back on him so pointedly that he stopped. When she reached the carriage, she told the coachman to drive her home.


‘And the gentleman, madam?’


‘He wants to walk.’


The coachman did not know Robert’s identity and so was only mildly surprised. In the interests of economy, Clara’s father – though owning a carriage – did not employ his own coachman but instead hired a man from the local livery stables whenever he or Clara wished to be driven.


As the brougham began to move, Clara realized she was being childish and spiteful in a girlish way; but in her eyes, this did not make her situation any less tragic. How could he speak of not seeing her for a year without tears and without contrition? A separation, which would plunge her into a black midnight of loneliness – was that something to tag on to the end of a long list of difficulties, as though it were just another item? Perhaps she should have listened to her father. But Clara’s pride prevented her from admitting such a possibility. If she’d been wrong, she would simply face the consequences.


Only moments after she had entertained such stoical thoughts, the rapid motion of the brougham and the passing moorland made her panic. Suppose Robert was never to forgive the insult to his dignity? Of course, he would say he did, but would it be true? Would he ever understand how much he had hurt her? Although she longed to shout out to the man to stop, or, better still, to turn around, when she thought of Robert’s offence she wanted to fling herself on the padded leather and weep. While her throat was tight and her eyes smarted, she did not shed a tear.


As the brougham passed some farm buildings about half a mile from the spot where Clara and Robert had walked together, the coachman bent down from the box and tapped on the front window. She let it down a little.


‘The gentleman, ma’am. He’s runnin’ and wavin’ behind.’


Clara turned and peered through the small oval rear window. Robert was indeed running and waving; a sad, ungainly figure in the distance.


‘You’d better stop,’ she muttered, not knowing whether to weep or laugh.


When Haslam reached the carriage, he was panting, and his shoes and trousers were plastered with mud. The coachman let down the step and opened the door, and Robert clambered in. He sat huddled in the corner, as if afraid his wife might recoil from him if he presumed to sit too close. After the brougham had moved off, Clara glanced at him, and his posture was so humble that her feelings began to soften. But she did not turn to him or give him any sign of her more forgiving mood.


‘I … I … really …’ he gasped, still very breathless after running, ‘really should have warned you. I’ve been alone too long … too long isolated from the company of gentlewomen. I ask your pardon, Clara, I lost my first dear wife … Only my concern for your safety gave me the strength … to be unselfish enough to consider returning without you.’


She was moved by his words but said quite coldly, ‘That’s no excuse for keeping your fears to yourself.’


‘I was afraid I might put you off … I loved you so much. I couldn’t endure the thought that I might lose you.’ He looked at her with such sad, contrite eyes that she could not help moving towards him. The next moment, he was kneeling, clumsily embracing her waist. To see her dignified Robert at her feet was so astonishing that she almost forgave him there and then. ‘There is another point,’ he murmured, resuming his seat. ‘I’d have little time to be with you if you come now. I’ll rarely escape the saw pit and the carpenter’s bench while there’s building work to be done.’


Robert’s appearance was so slim and scholarly that to think of him bent double, wielding an axe or a pick, upset her. During the journey home, she allowed him to hold her hand for a few minutes towards the end of their journey.


Once Robert realized that he was forgiven, he was so overjoyed that he burst into tears – something she would never have thought him capable of. Only hours later did she realize that he had held his ground and got her to accept that he would return to Africa alone.


*


Clara could not remember ever being so miserable. Her days were spent in endless meditation on the theme of Robert. Sometimes her longing for his tangible presence was almost too painful to be borne. Yet in spite of her unhappiness, she found that she still had faith in her future. She told herself that people survived even after a spouse had disappeared or died; and hers was not even missing. Surely she could wait courageously for their reunion.


Just over four months from the day of Robert’s departure, Clara received a letter from him. In it, Robert listed various objectives achieved and others still eluding him. There were anecdotes about the chief and his wives, and about the principal headmen. Yet whether the chief, or anyone else, had been converted, Clara was not told. Nor was this her only disappointment. Robert’s concluding lines were loving, but though she read them many times to tease out every nuance, she still found them insufficiently ardent. In writing to him, she was more passionate and made it clear how much he was missed, even though she knew her letters could not reach him unless a trader rode out to his remote kraal from the nearest mining settlement.


Sitting in her room, she often recalled individual conversations and acts of love. Sometimes she walked to places they had visited and retraced their steps, as if some vestige of him still lingered there. She was haunted by him – by his ascetic, noble face, by his hands and limbs and body, by his high aims. And always she longed for his next letter. The geographical impediments to their correspondence did not spare her from feeling bitter when, yet again, the postman’s visit failed to yield the thing on earth she most desired.


Another two months passed without a word, and Clara fought a losing battle against self-pity. Robert might have been dead for weeks, for all she knew. Her father never mentioned this possibility, but Clara suspected that he harboured hopes that the long silence might indeed end with sorrowful news. Certainly, when the next letter eventually came, Alfred was not pleased. Robert informed Clara that the chief’s conversion was imminent and that she should plan to sail for Cape Town at the end of July, months earlier than she had anticipated in her most optimistic daydreams. She felt so rich in happiness that her father’s sighs and long faces made no impression upon her.


In his letter, Robert advised her to make her travel plans in concert with the foreign secretary of the London Missionary Society, to whom he himself had already written. If no other missionaries and their wives were travelling up from the Cape to Mashonaland, the secretary, Mr Tidman, would inquire whether any Colonial Office staff or any settlers could accompany her during the final stages of her journey. It was exciting to be advised to sew gold sovereigns into the lining of her clothes; and while she tried not to romanticize her journey, she had read too many books by Ballantyne and Rider Haggard not to be thrilled by the ‘Dark Continent’. She had been born the year before Dr Livingstone died, on his knees; and pictures of episodes from his life had stayed with her since Sunday school. Clara would travel by train from the Cape to Mafeking, and thence by coach via Crocodile Pools to Bulawayo and finally by mail cart to Belingwe and Mponda’s kraal.


If her father could only have managed to be less fatalistic and grief-stricken, this time of waiting could have been among the happiest periods of Clara’s life. But the poor man’s mood was one of bereavement. Yet she still managed to distance herself enough to dream happily of her future. What Robert had struggled so hard to achieve was about to come to pass. The chief had chosen Christ, and this glorious act of faith had made it possible for Clara’s great adventure to begin.
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