



[image: Cover]






[image: ]



A NineStar Press Publication

www.ninestarpress.com

A Curse of Blood and Water

ISBN: 978-1-64890-495-0

© 2022 Laurence A. Clarke

Cover Art © 2022 Natasha Snow

Published in June 2022 by NineStar Press, New Mexico, USA.

 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced in any material form, whether by printing, photocopying, scanning or otherwise without the written permission of the publisher. To request permission and all other inquiries, contact NineStar Press at Contact@ninestarpress.com.

 

Also available in Print, ISBN: 978-1-64890-496-7

 

CONTENT WARNING:

This book contains depictions of graphic violence, retelling of murder, and mention of suicide.


A Curse of Blood and Water

Laurence A. Clarke


This novel is dedicated to my loving (and very patient) partner, JK Pendragon, who always believed that my writing wasn’t “actual garbage.”


Chapter One

I CAME TO Serenity Sound in May because I’d been assured that the worst of the rains would be over by then, and the house well prepared for my arrival. Despite all this, we approached the town in a fine mist of rain. I felt constantly obliged to wipe the windowpanes clear of condensation with my sleeve until it was quite as damp as the out of doors.

Eventually, I tired of watching the woods go by, all the same lush and sodden greenery. I turned to my companion, a Mr. Robert Kleine, who had been the one to put everything in good order and had kindly come personally to fetch me to my new abode in his own carriage.

I was gregarious by nature and already missing conversation, but Mr. Kleine had so far sat stoically and silently across from me, head nodding in either drowsiness or contemplation, and I had been loath to interrupt. Now, however, sheer boredom drove me to do so, with a comment on the abundance of wildlife I had seen outside the misty window.

“To be sure,” Mr. Kleine agreed, opening his eyes and straightening a little. “It is to be expected. The sound is all woods on three sides, and sea on the last—but you are from the city, born and raised there, I presume?”

I acknowledged that this was so.

“Then no wonder,” he said amiably, his German accent coming through strongly with the w. “I suppose we get used to it here. You will also in time. Perhaps you will join the hunt this autumn? It brings many men from the city every year, all hoping to bag a fine buck. I myself seldom miss the season. Do you hunt?”

“I do not,” I admitted. “Though I might be convinced to try it.”

“Even so,” Mr. Kleine said, “I think you will find the atmosphere of the forest very refreshing after city living.”

“Peaceful?” I was thinking of the name of the place, wondering how apt it was.

“Yes, very. Mostly.”

I raised my brows, hoping to convey that I wished more clarification on that point, but Mr. Kleine chose instead to change the subject.

“Even if you find the forest not to your taste, we are not so isolated as one might presume. Dawson Island is out in the sound, and on sunny days people row over to picnic there. There is a village there now, around the old Manor. It is rather charming.”

“I had not known there was a manor house.”

“Well, it was originally but was not again until recently. It was turned into an asylum for a good while before the family bought it back. Of course, nobody wished to live there until the family took over again. But now there is quite the cheerful little place—The Rocks, they call it, or something like that, though I believe its proper name is simply that of the island.”

“I hope I shall get to see it during my stay! And what else might there be?”

“Well, there is another village, a few miles down the shore, called Lyreton, which has what some might consider healthful baths.” A slight sniff at the end of this sentence made clear exactly how healthful, in his opinion, these baths really were. “It’s popular with city folk, as well. They’re meant to be excellent for gout, although that might also be the exercise—one must walk a few miles to get there, unless they hire someone to carry them or take the coach.”

I had never been to a bath, or a spa, or an island, for that matter. A whole new world, it seemed, was suddenly opening before me. “Well, then, I haven’t got gout, but it might prove diverting.”

“Indeed? Well, there is also the convent nearby the sound. They make excellent sheep’s cheese, and beer.”

I glanced at the window and gave it a half-hearted swipe with my sleeve. “What is there for entertainment?” I inquired, turning back to my companion.

“Mostly we make our own,” Mr. Kleine said.

“No theatre, or music halls, or cafes?” I pressed, perhaps a little desperately.

“Music halls? Oh no, definitely not. The bigger houses often do dances however. There are also some good public houses. The Crab and Oyster, in particular, does up marvellous fish and chips.”

I sat back in my seat. Suddenly, the rain and trees around me seemed very oppressive. Still, I tried to keep good cheer. After all, the point was to “get away from it all,” to refresh my spirits. Long walks in the woods and along the shores to study the poetry of nature, quiet evenings of contemplation with my books—that sort of nonsense. It would also help to be well away from my dear family, who as of late had begun to drive me to distraction.

I thanked Mr. Kleine for this intelligence, and then we lapsed into silence again. By the time the carriage was rattling over the cobbles of the main street, Mr. Kleine was most decidedly asleep.

He awoke with a whooshing gasp as the carriage rocked to a stop. “Well, well,” he murmured, blinking. “Here already?” He leaned forward and pulled back the curtain, peering out through the rain. “Yes, here we are. How excited you must be!”

I nodded, suddenly aching with the desperate need to stretch my legs and, in my haste to stand at last, nearly tumbled out of the carriage when the door was opened. I walked slowly a little ways down the street to get the stiffness out of my limbs, looking up at the house alongside as I did.

It was a large house, tall and relatively narrow, separated from the rest by a gated garden and high hedges. On either side, other houses, smaller but similarly proportioned, pressed near each other, colourful shutters closed against the rain. I realized that the big house was at the apex of a small hill, giving it further distinction. You could tell it had been built by a man who had some money and wished everyone to know it. The accents were almost ostentatious, all elaborately carved frippery about the gables and gutters, in the shape of baroque-style curlicues and medieval foliage reminiscent of old family crests. Indeed, above the door there was such a coat of arms, though like the rest it had been painted black, likely either in respect for the dead master, or on account of embarrassment in hindsight. Against the black accents, the rest of the house looked very starkly white, all freshly repainted before my arrival. Even the door knocker, when I reached it, looked to have been well polished.

The door was opened for us by a maid, and I came in to find all the servants lined up in the hall before me. I doubt I could hide my consternation at having to suddenly address such a large assemblage, and it was to my eternal gratitude that Mr. Kleine took over for me. He introduced me as their new master, as the renter of the place and all its accoutrements, and specifically added that I was a dear friend of the absent heiress. I nodded at them and tried to look sufficiently stern. The servants at last made their bows and filed out to continue their work, and the housekeeper herself came to speak to me personally.

She introduced herself as Mrs. Morning. Mrs. Morning was a very tall lady, at least my height, which no doubt assisted her in imposing household law. From the perfect coif of dark hair beneath an immaculate cap, to the polished tips of her shoes, she was domestic order incarnate. I immediately professed my belief that all would be well in her hands, and that she was to continue to make decisions as she had been, which she seemed to find not only acceptable, but expected.

“We shall, of course, be consulting you regarding anything meriting your attention,” she said crisply. “I shall bring the budget to you tomorrow morning, if that time is agreeable to you, to see it approved and to discuss anything involving the house funds.”

I understood that she needed money—naturally, the staff continued to require income, and Miss Drummond had obligingly already approved the dispensation of such through our man Mr. Kleine. I agreed to this, and perhaps seeing that I was fatigued, she called a manservant to take me to my rooms.

In Mr. Kleine’s notes, which I had read prior to his arrival, I remembered seeing that this man, Mr. Garten, had been the late master’s personal aide. It was up to me, the notes had said, if I wished to retain his services as such. I wasn’t certain. He was polite and efficient, but his presence brought home to me the sudden and tragic death of the previous occupant of the very rooms to which he led me, and it seemed to cast a pall over the both of us. I very quickly thanked him for his attentions and sent him away.

The master bedroom was large and comfortable. The fire had been lit to ward off the rainy evening chill, and the floor was covered in soft, well-worn carpets. The bed seemed enormous, and I realized that despite the availability of a nearby lady’s chambers, it was built to comfortably hold two. I went to it and pulled back the heavy down comforter, revealing clean, tight sheets. I doubted very much that I would find somebody to share my bed here. In such a small town, it would be impossible unless I suddenly decided to marry. The idea of imposing on the servants for so base an activity was a notion that I quickly dismissed. I would simply have to live as did the nuns in the nearby convent Mr. Kleine had mentioned.

Resigned as I must be to celibacy, I nevertheless, with an attitude of defiance, took comfort in the lesser sin of self-pleasure. After the weariness of the long journey, it was all that was required to send me immediately to sleep.

 

I AWOKE, STARTLED, to find somebody in my room. Then I realized it was morning, and the stranger was only Mr. Garten. He stood attentively by the door, and a maid had already clearly visited to start the fire.

“Good morning, sir,” Mr. Garten said, seeming marginally more cheerful than the previous evening. “Would you like the shutters opened?”

“If you please,” I replied a bit groggily and attempted to sit upright.

Dutifully, he went to the window and opened it. The air that flowed in was fresh and cold, waking me considerably. I watched as he left the shutters wide and closed the window—it was rather novel to me, having grown up in a house with drapes and windows that did not open at all. Nor had I ever had a personal attendant, and I felt marvellously decadent that morning as I allowed him to shave and dress me. It was only afterwards that I realized he must have taken the liberty of unpacking my luggage. To have done so before I awoke, and with his own dressing, breakfast, etc., he must have had to be up by, at the latest, five o’ clock. It seemed an absurd hour to wake simply in order to wait on me, though I knew, in a vague sort of way, that it was a way of life for most in service.

I was offered breakfast in my room, but now, having had my fill of such luxuries, I went down to eat. Mrs. Morning met me afterwards, inquired as to my health and comfort, and then got to the meat of the matter: pay. She escorted me to the study to acquire it and to look over the budget, which I glanced at with the helpless incomprehension of a man who had never done more than simply pay room and board, and then I was left alone at last to my own affairs.

I very quickly left the house. Mr. Garten caught me at the door, asking if I needed anything, and I assured him that all I wanted was to walk by myself for a while about the town.

The streets were still shining wet from the rain, and a chill lingered in the air. I stuck my hands in my pockets to keep them warm as I walked, peering up at the houses around me, noting with pleasure the bright accent colours—blues and reds, greens and yellows—that seemed popular. Occasionally, a maid or other inhabitant would look curiously down at me, and I endeavoured to smile at anyone whose gaze I happened to meet. I passed a gentleman on the street, who nodded at me, and I felt I was having a very enjoyable morning—until I stepped on the fish.

I fell, with an undignified cry, onto my bottom. By now, I was near the shops at the end of the hill, and there were people about, all of whom seemed to start and stare at me as I rose carefully to my feet. One of them, a woman wearing a bonnet covered in silk flowers, asked if I was all right.

“I am, thank you,” I said, though my pride was wounded. What an impression to make upon a new town! I looked down and kicked the fish with disgust—this was a mistake, for it, being far past freshness, split open and left an abundance of fragrant slime upon my shoe. I looked around desperately for something to wipe it discretely on, and seeing nothing, was obliged to trudge past everyone, still smiling as cheerfully as I could until I could duck behind a building and clean my foot against someone’s shrubbery.

Afterwards, I was much more careful of wayward fish. I visited the shops and patiently answered the inevitable questions. Though I had never met the young man, I received many condolences regarding the passing of the late master.

“Terrible accident,” one fellow murmured. “Though it’s common enough in the winter storms.”

“I can’t imagine what possessed him to be out in such weather,” I ventured.

“Nor can anyone, really. He certainly knew better, but—one is caught unawares, sometimes.”

Overall, the little town was indeed charming. I had been led to believe that small-town folk were terribly inquisitive, often to the point of rudeness, but I hardly ever found myself offended, and then it was only when, with a certain gleam in her eye, a woman asked if I would like to buy any fish. Satisfied with the town itself, I now made my way down to the docks to view the sea.

The ocean beat against the grey, rocky shore in constant plumes of froth and spray. Beyond, the waves were a deep, dark green, each topped with a delicate lacework of white foam. The air was bright with the salty scent of the sea, and I breathed it in deeply. Against the docks, and further out, sailboats and rowboats alike bobbed on the waves, painted bright colours not dissimilar to the houses on the hill. The cries of gulls and the conversations of the men on the boats were a pleasing counter-melody to the constant whoosh and crash of the water. I stood a moment at the shoreline, hands in my pockets, taking it all in. For a moment, my senses were overwhelmed, but after a bit the overall noise faded to the background very easily.

I wandered out onto the longest dock, leaning over occasionally to look at the gulls that floated, unconcerned, right underneath my feet. Nearing the end, I spotted a quick dark shape flow by, and hurrying to see it come out the other side, I saw that it was a seal. Ignoring me completely, it continued on below a moored sailboat to rise up sleek and shining for a moment before it disappeared completely from my sight. Smiling, I turned now to the ocean itself, looking at the expanse of waves, the curve of rocky shoreline around it, and, perhaps a mile out into the Sound, the forest-covered bulk of the island. I fancied I could see the smoke rising from the manor house that must be hidden behind the trees, but it was difficult to discern against the heavy grey clouds approaching from the horizon. The wind had picked up considerably during my stroll down the dock so that it threatened to blow my hat away and flapped my collar up unbecomingly against my neck. I reached up in an attempt to fix these problems, but it was clearly a battle I could not hope to win.

“It’s going to rain,” somebody said. I glanced over at the man, who, busily applying himself to some work within his boat, seemed to have addressed nobody in particular. Then he looked up at me, waiting, and I realized he had indeed been speaking to me.

“It hardly seems unexpected,” I replied with a wary glance upwards. The sky directly above was still a bright and pleasant blue, but the grey clouds were now rapidly consuming it.

“You must be the fellow up at the Drummond place?”

“I am, sir. James Marshall, and pleased to make your acquaintance.”

“Bill Garten.” He held out his hand; we shook.

“Not related to Mr. Garten in the house’s employ?” Looking at him now with more discernment, I could see the resemblance, though my Mr. Garten’s face was significantly younger and less weather-worn.

“I’m his uncle, and until recently, his guardian,” Mr. Garten said. “He’s done well for himself, he has, my boy. I suppose it’s just as well he’d taken Mr. Drummond’s employ, considering the airs city living has given him. He never would be a fisherman.”

I wondered if I, too, had “airs.” “Well,” I said, after a moment, “he seems to be a very serious young man—”

But the senior Mr. Garten’s mind had clearly wandered off elsewhere. “Terrible about all that business at the house, though. I’m glad he wasn’t there then.”

“Last winter? Yes, well—”

“Oh, I mean, all those years ago.”

I just smiled. I had a vague idea what he meant though I had never pressed Cecilia for details. “He must have been just a child then.”

“Fifteen. The same age, actually, as the junior Mr. Drummond at the time. I reckon that’s how he managed to finagle a job out of him, and so well-paid, too—they were school chums, you know. Best of friends, really,” he added, rather disapprovingly.

I wondered at Mr. Garten’s reasons for bringing up old gossip and resolved to pay it no mind. “Well, I’m glad he is there now,” I said firmly. “I’m sure he’ll prove invaluable. Now, I’m afraid that, looking at those clouds, I shall soon be at the mercy of the weather, so I had best return to the house. It was excellent to meet you, Mr. Garten—”

“It’s only a little rain,” Mr. Garten said but then cheerfully waved me away.

Feeling a bit disoriented by the strange conversation, I made my way back down the dock. I had reached the shops by the time the heavens opened to unleash what felt like a flood of biblical proportions down the collar of my coat.

I strode quickly down the street, head bowed, my hair dripping into my eyes despite my hat. After about five minutes, during which I got progressively wetter, a boy standing in the doorway of a shop spotted me and gestured for me to come inside. I hesitated, considered, and then a sudden crack of thunder decided me. I went in, nodding to him gratefully as rain began to run down my back.

Inside, it was warm, dark, and quiet. The boy shut the door and offered to take my coat and hat, and I gave them over, thanking him. It was pointless to keep the sodden things on, dignity be damned.

Then, unfortunately, I turned to see a lady sitting by the fire, looking at me.

I bowed; a drop of rainwater dripped from the end of my nose onto the carpet. When I straightened, I saw that I was mistaken—it was not a shop, but a parlour. I was in the lady’s house. But the boy had already taken my things and had disappeared down the hall with them. There was no graceful way to exit now.

“Your son kindly invited me in out of the rain,” I said.

She nodded. “He is a generous boy.” Fortunately, she did not seem displeased by this. “Please accept our hospitality until the storm lets up.” She gestured at a chair.

I took it and sat upon the edge, very aware of my shirt, which underneath my wet waistcoat was clinging to my back in disconcertingly damp and intimate ways. “You are extraordinarily kind. And to whom do I have the pleasure of imposing upon?”

She paused a moment, then said, “I am Miss Alice Anderson.” She wasn’t married then. But she had not disputed my assumption that the boy was her son… I looked up to see her staring back, gaze level and unflinching. I wondered what people would think of my visiting her, but it was too late now.

“Thank you, Miss Anderson,” I said. “I am James Marshall. I’m occupying the Drummond place for a while, in lieu of my friend, Miss Cecilia Drummond.”

Her eyes widened a little, and sitting back, she looked away at last. “I have not seen Miss Cecilia for years,” she said, softly. “How is her health?”

“Very well, madame. She has business in the city that prevents her taking occupancy at present, but no doubt she will arrive in good time to see the place herself.”

“Does she wish to?” That level dark gaze returned to me.

I found myself at a loss. I would either have to lie or present my dear friend as someone who might seem strange, or callous, to someone who did not know her circumstances. “I’m sure,” I said at last, compromising with just a small lie, “that she will wish to, eventually.”

Miss Anderson smiled. “I do hope so. She was a wonderful girl. I am pleased to hear that she is well.”

“Pardon me, madame, but how were you acquainted?”

“Ah. Well, I suppose you would hear it sometime—I was her governess.”

Cecilia had mentioned having a governess, but she said so little about her childhood in general that I had no idea whether this was a fond memory or not. I wondered why Miss Anderson said it with such significance. “She was well behaved, I assume?” I asked, laughing a little in an attempt the ease the tension.

Miss Anderson merely smiled again. “Yes, she was.” She peered at my face. “You did not hear about me?”

“No, madame,” I confessed, taken aback. “She speaks very little about her time in the sound, good or ill. But she left ten years ago, and childhood memories fade very quickly, for some.” Still anxious to interject a lighter note, I added, “She is also very well occupied these days, for she is held in very high esteem as a tutor at an academy for young ladies. There is little time to discuss the past with so much happening in the present.”

“Yes, I imagine so. That is happy news; I suppose she is tutoring French?”

“And Italian, madame.”

“She always was so skilled!”

“No doubt in part thanks to your own skill, madame, as you were her governess, after all.”

“She was always a studious, clever girl. I only did my best to help her along.” She bit her lip and turned away again. “Ah, David is here with tea. Please, bring it in.”

Her son, who had been waiting in the doorway, hurried in to set the tea things down on a small table in the centre of the room. Fastidiously, he straightened the cloth beneath it, and then, with a cry of “I forgot biscuits!” ran from the room.

Miss Anderson nodded to me. “Please allow me to pour for you, sir. You must be quite chilled from the rain.”

The steam rising from the pot looked indeed very tempting, and from the low rumble of thunder outside, I would be here for a good while yet anyway. “I would be grateful,” I said, rising to draw my chair near the table. Before I could go to offer Miss Anderson my hand, however, she reached down and moved her skirts, and to my surprise I saw her grasp two wheels, one on either side of her chair, which before had been hidden beneath her gown. Carefully, she rolled herself to the table, and I realized I was standing there staring, and under her calm regard, I flushed and seated myself. There was nothing to be said. The lady was an invalid, and it would be crass to draw any further attention to her unfortunate circumstances.

She poured us tea and, inquiring as to my preferences, gave me sugar and, for herself, nothing to sweeten at all. We sipped in silence a long moment, until David arrived breathlessly with biscuits.

“Thank you,” we chorused, and then David left again. I wondered suddenly where the maid was. Surely they employed one, especially considering Miss Anderson’s disability.

“Mr. Marshall,” Miss Anderson said after a while, “you know Miss Drummond, of course. Did you ever know her brother? You are of a similar age, and he was in the city for some years, I believe.”

“I have never had the pleasure of meeting Mr. Drummond, I’m afraid. He did not come often to the city, and my acquaintance with Miss Drummond began only three years ago.”

“And you are good friends?”

“Yes, I count her as amongst my most cherished.” And to make it clear where matters stood, I added, “She is as a dear sister to me.”

She nodded and sipped her tea. “A good friend is invaluable indeed. How lucky you are! I suppose your wife must be close to her also.”

“I am unmarried, madame.” I considered dunking a biscuit in my tea, then rejected the notion as impolite and, a little sadly, nibbled it dry.

“Hmm. I suppose that’s to be expected.”

I looked up at her.

“You are young,” she explained, smiling. “But forgive me, I seem to be inquisitive this morning. I do not often have company.”

There was something there, something obvious, in what she was carefully not mentioning. I could feel the burden of it pressing down on us in that parlour. I wished she would just come out and say it, and relieve us both of the weight. “Your son must be good company,” I said.

“He is. I am grateful for him. He is, above all, a blessing, and the dearest thing in my life.”

“And he makes an excellent pot of tea.”

“Yes,” she laughed. “He does. Ah, is that the rain letting up? Storms come and go so quickly on the ocean.”

I hurriedly finished my biscuit and stood. “Then I am afraid that I must be on my way. Thank you again for your kindness.”

“It was David’s kindness, sir, but I do not resent him for it. It was a pleasure to make your acquaintance. I am happy to see Drummond Place in such hands, and to know that Miss Cecilia has a friend who would speak so well of her.”

David appeared with my coat, and though it was still very damp, I thanked him and shrugged it on. I went to Miss Anderson’s side to bid her goodbye. After a moment’s hesitation, she offered her hand, and I took it and bowed over it with as much grace as I could muster with my shirt still clinging vise-like to my back. Then, at last, I was on my way home, marveling at the strangeness of the last hour.

 

THE RAIN BEGAN again that afternoon and did not let up throughout the night. I felt somewhat betrayed by Mr. Kleine, who had assured me that it seldom rained in May. Perhaps it simply rained even more throughout the rest of the year. The thought depressed me, and at a loss as to what to do, I wandered the house like a restless spirit, looking for something to occupy me. I found the library quickly enough, a tiny room next to the study, but Mr. Drummond and I did not share the same tastes. There were mostly volumes of natural history and classical mythology, along with several older tomes with religious themes, which I assumed had belonged to the father. Cecilia had mentioned once that her father had been very devout.

What I really wanted was a good novel, but there was nothing such like to be discovered there, beyond a single large book of Celtic fairy tales. I left the library and continued my survey of the house. It was astonishingly boring. Everything was clean and in good order, and the house, being only a little over thirty years old, had none of those strange and interesting little quirks and oddities that older buildings often did.

I found nothing, at least until I had ventured into the lady’s bedroom. I felt strange about it, as though I ought not to be intruding, though I knew the lady herself had not inhabited it for a good twenty years now. I was only half surprised to see it still much the way it must have been left. Personal items of a small nature had been cleared away—I knew that Cecilia had her mother’s jewelry and clothing now—but there were pictures on the wall, and the bed was made, with a quilt folded atop a chest at the foot of it. I peeked into the wardrobe and found it empty of everything but some old hatboxes.

I turned now to the window. Something drew my eye to it, though the shutters were shut, and after a moment I realized that there was something odd about the paint around it. Drawing near, I ran my fingertips over the wall and, with shock, recognized what it was—there were long, rough gouges and scrapes in the plaster. They had been filled in and painted over, but as the new plaster had dried it must have shrunk, so that now the marks were faintly indented and readily discovered. Looking around, I saw that the windowsill, too, had been treated most cruelly, although in this case it could be hidden even less well, as the marks had bitten into the wood itself.

Gripping the shutters, which were unmarked, though they might have been replaced, I tried to open them. They would not go—they were nailed shut.

Stepping back, I considered the situation. What could have happened here? Surely the lady hadn’t been mad? Cecilia presumably would have mentioned it. In fact, I recalled her describing her mother as kind, but sickly. She had seldom stirred from her bed. I resolved to write to my friend and mention the marks. Even if she declined to answer, she would at least let me know if I might unlock the shutters, for the sake of airing the mustiness out of the room.

Now feeling even more strongly that I should not be in the lady’s chamber, I turned to leave and started at seeing a figure back-lit against the doorway. The figure stepped into the room and turned out only to be the young Mr. Garten. I relaxed a bit and smiled at him, mostly from relief.

“Mrs. Morning said that you seemed in need of diversion,” he said, looking around with open inquisitiveness. It occurred to me that he’d probably never had any call to be in the room before.

“Did she? Ah well.” I stayed put for the moment to let him satisfy his curiosity, taking the opportunity to study him as he came closer, and comparing him to his uncle. Where the senior Mr. Garten’s face was broad and smiling, well-creased and sun-tanned, the junior’s was slimmer and paler, and I doubted I’d yet to see a genuine smile from him. But they had the same sharp-cornered jaw and bright blue eyes.

“I met your uncle today,” I said. It must have seemed apropos of nothing, I realized with a twinge of embarrassment, seeing the man look startled.

“Oh! And how was that?” He seemed cautious, almost full of dread.

“I found him very amiable.”

“He is,” Mr. Garten said, rather grimly, “very amiable. No doubt he wished to share some history?”

I wasn’t sure what to say. Carrying tales, after all, would make me just as bad as the senior Mr. Garten himself. “Is he fond of history?”

“Very.” Mr. Garten grimaced, then seemed to remember himself and regained his composure. “Well, anyway, sir, I came to ask if you like a game of cards. It is something we often amuse ourselves with in these parts when the weather keeps us indoors.”

As I was fond of a good game of cards, I obligingly followed Mr. Garten downstairs, where we played with the coachman. A few minutes into the game, Mr. Kleine came by to see me, and inviting him in out of the rain, we soon had him engaged with us in a game of Whist. Mr. Kleine had tea with us, and then, before dinner, excused himself to return home. I never did learn the reason for his call—most likely he had simply come by to see how I was faring.

The rest of the evening passed in a similarly pleasant manner. We took supper earlier than in the city, but I had expected that. The servants excused themselves to complete their duties before bed, and I wondered if Mr. Garten planned to be up by five again. Wishing to spare him, I caught him in the hall that night and told him that he need not wait on me in the morning.

“Oh,” he said, seeming, to my surprise, not entirely pleased. “If that is your preference, sir, certainly.”

“It’s only that I see no reason why you should rise early just to help me dress.”

“It’s no trouble! Truly, sir, it is my job… But if you have something else you would rather I did?”

All of a sudden, I realized the source of his upset—that it seemed I no longer required his services, and I might choose to end his employment at the house. “No, no,” I hurriedly assured him. “I simply don’t… I’m not used to having someone attend me, you see, but surely I can find some use for you. As a companion, at the least—”

Mr. Garten’s brows rose a little, and he looked at me as though I’d said something a little amusing. I realized, again, that employing somebody as a “companion” might be construed as some sort of reflection upon my character. That I could not find associates on my own merit or, possibly, had more intimate needs that, again, I found myself having to pay for. Not that Mr. Garten could know I occasionally enjoyed more than friendship with men.

Thoroughly flustered now, I continued. “I mean I would like a guide about town and the surrounding areas, you see. I am from the city, and am not used to country roads. I do believe I got lost at least thrice on the way to Serenity Sound, you know, and doubtless I would be quite helpless if I tried to get to Lyreton or some such on my own.”

Mr. Garten regarded me for a moment. “Of course, sir,” he said, so neutrally that I had no inkling whether he liked the idea or abhorred it. “If it is not raining tomorrow, and you still wish to go, I shall be glad to accompany you. If you will excuse me?”

I nodded and thanked him and stepped aside to let him go about his work. Good heavens, but I was a hideously awkward man! No doubt Mr. Garten had felt uncomfortable just speaking to me. It appeared that I was not cut out for the life of a proper country gentleman at all. Despondent, I decided to just go to bed.


Chapter Two

I DID NOT sleep well that night. The storm did not abate—on the contrary, the wind howled about the house, and at some point in the dark and lonely hours of the morning, a shutter somewhere was torn loose and banged ferociously, waking me at intervals. I tossed and turned fitfully until the wind died down some at around dawn, and I fell into a deep slumber.

Nobody said a word about it when I stumbled downstairs a few hours later, though I knew from my shaving glass that I looked absolutely wretched. But the sun was shining now, though wanly, and I wished to see some more of the town. Mr. Garten obligingly accompanied me, looking almost like a city man himself in a surprisingly well-cut coat and sporting a very fetching deep-blue waistcoat. I hoped that everyone would look at him today instead of me, the man who had slipped on a discarded fish.

We set out for the town centre first, from where Mr. Garten said we could get on a coach to Lyreton. To pass the time until it arrived, we visited the shops and shared a pie to help keep us until dinner. The coach appeared after about an hour’s waiting. I paid our fares, and we sat ourselves down amongst the other passengers. It wasn’t terribly crowded—there were several seats available, and everyone seemed to be in an amiable mood. Across from us, as the coach continued its journey, a gentleman had spread a handkerchief out across the seat next to him. Whilst we watched surreptitiously, he carefully unwrapped several packets and commenced to enjoy a picnic by himself, complete with wine, which he drank shamelessly direct from the bottle.

“What an interesting journey it has been so far,” I whispered as the gentleman across the way noisily flapped his handkerchief into the aisle to dislodge the crumbs.

“I’m afraid it isn’t all that unusual in the countryside,” Mr. Garten replied.

“Will he take his supper in the baths, do you think?”

“I should hope not!” Then, as though he’d just realized I was joking, he smiled a bit awkwardly and added, “But I suppose, if he does, he will be taken for local colour, and perhaps become a bit of the tourist attraction himself.”

I laughed a little, then turned away, not wishing to force conversation. The view out the window as we travelled was half the time dull—simply more trees of the sort I’d seen on my initial journey to the sound—but just as often I was treated to a panorama of sparkling sea and brilliantly blue sky so breathtaking that I’m afraid I could not often help myself from pointing it out to my companion. Mr. Garten always looked, politely, and made some comment, but after a while it occurred to me that he saw such vistas rather regularly. After that, I kept my admiration to myself until we arrived at last at the village of Lyreton.

The coach topped a hill and began to follow the road along the curving crest. Peering out my window, I saw first a glimpse of the shoreline, and then, all at once, the valley was spread out before us—colourful houses in rows parallel to the sea, a patchwork of fields in various shades of green, and wrapped around the whole of it, a rocky hillside that extended past the village and into the ocean, with a white-and-red lighthouse at the tip of the spar. Nestled up against the hill was what must be the spa, a cluster of grand buildings in the style of a Roman bath, all gleaming white pillars and red-tiled roofs. This time I was not the only person to react with pleasure, and so many passengers rushed to the side to look out the window that the coach suddenly creaked and tilted, making everyone cry out in alarm. The driver, with not a little irritation, called back an order to return to our seats, and the rest of the trip passed without incident.

After we had circled down into the valley, the coach first stopped in the midst of the village, and most of those who had remained stoically ignoring the earlier fuss disembarked here. Then, after taking up a few new passengers, the coach went past the fields and into the hills to the spa.

We disembarked at the front gate, and as we wandered inside the complex, we were greeted by staff. One of them asked if we needed directions, but Mr. Garten responded that we would first take in the view. To this end, I was led by my companion past most of the buildings to a set of stairs carved into the stone, which ascended to a platform at the top of the hill.

“You will like this, I think, sir,” Mr. Garten said, glancing back to smile at me as we climbed. “The sight is spectacular.”

I nodded and smiled back, not trusting myself to speak without revealing my exertion. I had considered myself to be in good form, but now it was becoming clear that strolls down city streets and the occasional rushed stumble downstairs towards the nearest pot of tea in the mornings did not exactly make for a fit fellow. With a twinge of envy, I observed Mr. Garten’s quick, effortless stride, and when we arrived at last at the zenith he did not even seem out of breath. I tried to catch my own as surreptitiously as possible as I followed Mr. Garten towards the edge of the hill.

There was a pavilion there, again Roman-style, in the grassy clearing atop the hill, a few metres from where the land dropped away. A group of some five people had preceded us and were having a picnic in the pavilion, young and sharply dressed folks who I at first assumed to be from the city. To my surprise, upon spotting us, they called out with great familiarity to a “Theodore,” which I quickly realized was in fact Mr. Garten’s given name. Mr. Garten, or Theodore, I now knew, answered them with politeness but visible disinterest. Startled by his snub, I made an effort to smile at them with good cheer, and they looked me over with open curiosity as we passed by.

“Are they acquaintances of yours?” I asked, when we were far enough away that I could do so without risk of their overhearing. “If you’d like to talk with them, don’t keep yourself from doing so on my behalf!”

He was silent a moment. “No,” he said at last, looking outwards towards the sea. “They are simply old peers from school. We were never friends.”

“Oh! Are they locals, then?”

“Some of them, I suppose, though I think some of them are visiting from town.”

I let the subject drop, though I was a bit disappointed that I should not have an introduction. Then I, too, looked out to sea and quite forgot all about it.

The view was indeed marvellous. I could see the great sweeping curve of the rocky shoreline, embracing the vast expanse of ocean. Almost directly before us was the white-and-red lighthouse, half-hidden at times by massive plumes of brilliant white spray. To our right I could see Dawson Island and the houses of Serenity Sound, rendered into colourful miniatures by the distance. I wondered if I could spot the Drummond house, but after some searching, I found that I could not tell which it was.

“Well, what do you think?”

I gestured at the panorama before me. “I don’t know that I’ve ever seen so much of the world at once! I always forget how enormous the sky is!”

“Yes,” he agreed, smiling, but then said nothing more.

We stood for a while, looking out at the scene, until a great gust of wind came up from the sea and sent us stumbling back from the edge. I thought that I could hear some stifled laughter from the pavilion behind us.

“Well, then,” Mr. Garten said, catching his balance and reaching up to lift his hat and smooth his hair. “Shall we head back down?”

The walk down was much less exerting, and I felt comfortably at ease by the time we arrived at the bottom. Mr. Garten asked if I wanted to try the spa, and I said I would at least like to go and look at it.

The waters were within one of the buildings, which was separated into several rooms. The middle room was the largest, and to my surprise, it was more of a courtyard, for there was no roof, and there were trees planted all around the natural ground of the spring so that I felt I had walked into a forest glade. This impression was only slightly marred by the sight, soon after arrival, of an attendant scooping what appeared to be a sodden dead bird out of the water with a fishing net.

There were people in the water, of course, most wearing swimming suits of white or striped cotton, the skirts of the women clinging almost scandalously to their legs. Several of the bathers had drinks with them, and I saw staff collecting discarded glasses and taking new orders. Many people were talking, in attitudes of great relaxation, and it seemed rather lovely, so I considered asking Mr. Garten if we might rent some suits and go in. But before I could, I watched as a very large man lumbered in from another entrance, his suit riding up a little around his midriff to reveal a pale and hairy belly. That alone did not alarm me, but then he stooped down near the edge of the spring, and ponderously bending, scratched at his calf. When he straightened, I saw several open sores on his legs—red and swollen and oozing—and I immediately felt such a rush of nausea and dismay that I covered my mouth and turned direct around.

“What is it?” Mr. Garten asked. He had been engaged in examining some of the foliage, and I suppose did not see what I had.

“I will tell you later; let us go,” I said and, without argument, he followed me out of the clearing.

“There was a man,” I said at last, when we had gone some distance away and I no longer felt so ill. “He had some sort of malady of the skin. Sores. And he was…going into the water, with everyone else!”

“Well, the waters are supposed to be healing,” Mr. Garten replied, though he seemed a bit put off as well.

“Yes, but I don’t think I shall go in today,” I decided. “Do you want to go down to Lyreton proper? It may be a bit of a walk, but a pleasant one, I think, if you’re agreeable.”

“I am,” he said, and together we set off to follow the road back into the village.

The walk itself was quiet, except for the occasional fellow walker or coach passing by. We made good time to Lyreon, for it was mostly downhill the entire way, and we arrived in the town centre, such as it was, just as the coach from Serenity Sound approached.

“We can catch this one back,” Mr. Garten suggested.

Looking at him, he did seem a bit fatigued, and I realized that the damned shutter had probably kept him up all night as well. “Of course! And then we shall be back in time for some dinner.”

We waited as the coach stopped and let its passengers off and then joined those who were going up to the spa. To my surprise, somebody called my name. At first, I thought I might have imagined it, for there was quite a lot of chatter going on amongst the riders, but then it came again.

“Mr. Marshall!”

Rising from my seat and turning, I saw a young man waving at me from further down the coach. After a moment, I recognized him as David Anderson with his mother, who was looking resigned, sitting beside him. I waved back, and then Mr. Garten, too, turned to see what was going on.

“Oh,” he said, and looked at me. “Do you know him?”

“Yes, that is Master Anderson, Mr. Garten. I met him the other day when I got caught up in the storm on my way home. He kindly let me in out of the rain for a little while.”

“I see.”

David had settled back into his seat and was conversing now with his mother. I turned back around and gave Mr. Garten my full attention. “He seems a very good lad,” I said. “And his mother was exceedingly kind to me. Miss Anderson was Miss Drummond’s governess, apparently, and she was very glad to receive what news I had about her student.”

Mr. Garten was still staring at me, frowning. “Is that all she told you?”

“What do you mean?”

“I suppose that if she were sensible, she would have said nothing, particularly once she understood your friendship with Miss Drummond.”

“Don’t speak to me in riddles,” I said, perhaps a bit sharply. “If you’ve something to say, please divulge it.”

For a moment he looked torn, and he glanced away, clearly troubled. Finally he looked back at me, though he did not meet my eyes. “Perhaps once we are in private, sir,” he replied. “It isn’t, I’m afraid, a pleasant affair, but you will undoubtedly become acquainted with the matter eventually anyway. I would rather you had the facts. Though I wonder that Cecilia did not tell you herself?”

“She does not speak of her time in Serenity Sound at all.” I had a dreadful feeling welling up in my chest, a terrible and nagging suspicion. “Is it to do with her father?”

But Mr. Garten would not say. “I will tell you tonight” was his only answer, and then he fell silent.

This time, we remained waiting in the coach when it had reached the spa and paused to let people disembark. The last passengers to leave were the Andersons, David wheeling his mother, who sat with perfect carriage with her hands clasped primly over the reticule in her lap. They paused when they reached us, however, and I saw Miss Anderson look first at me, and then quickly at Mr. Garten.

“How do you do, Miss Anderson,” I said, determined not to be impolite no matter what aspersions Mr. Garten seemed to be casting upon her character. “Are you here for the waters?”

“I am very well, thank you, Mr. Marshall. Yes, I am. I find that they are particularly rejuvenating. Did you try them?”

“No… Well, Miss Anderson, to be honest, there was…there was a dead bird in the water.” I simply could not bring myself to mention the man with the sores, even as I was desperate for her to avoid contact with such a thing.

“Oh, indeed! In which spring?”

“The middle one, madam.”

She nodded. “Well, I always use the ladies-only spring, and it is usually quite clean. I thank you, however, for your kind concern.” She very gravely gave me her hand, but when I took it, she smiled a little before withdrawing. “Do take care, Mr. Marshall.”

David grinned at me as he pushed his mother on towards the door. I wondered how he would get Miss Anderson to the ground from the coach and looked past Mr. Garten (who was staring straight ahead, his face most unnaturally stiff) to see out the window. To my surprise, she stood in the door a moment, holding herself by means of her arms, while David brought the chair down to the ground, and then he helped her down, half lifting her, and settled her upon her seat. Suddenly ashamed to see her handled so bodily, like a child or a doll, I looked away, grateful she hadn’t seen me staring. It was such a private thing, that sort of helplessness, and I was horrified for her that she must display it in public.

“Are you friends with her, Mr. Marshall?” Mr. Garten asked rather coldly.

“Until I’ve been given a very good reason not to be, I am friends with everyone who treats me kindly,” I snapped and then flushed. I seemed to have come over very rude all of a sudden.

“I wonder that you would take her hand.”

“Have you learned to treat a lady any differently? Why should I not take her hand? I take the hand of every lady of my acquaintance, if she offers it, as a gentleman ought to!” No longer caring if I acted outrageously, I half rose from my seat, glowering down at him.

Mr. Garten made a small, frustrated noise. “Sit down, sir, please.”

“I think I won’t—” I began, but then the coach began to move, and I was thrown off balance into my seat anyway. I hoisted myself up and sat properly, but my dignity, and my fury, had both been spent, and now I felt only irritable and very, very tired.

“I do understand that it begs explanation,” Mr. Garten admitted with a tense, pained expression. “I am sorry. I didn’t mean to criticize you. I feel she ought to have told you herself, instead of taking advantage of your ignorance, and your gentility—are you all right?”

“Yes,” I muttered, realizing that I had still been glaring at him and forcing myself to relax. “Go on, please. Believe me, I am eager for this explanation.”

“Well, it must yet wait until we are home. I’m sorry.”

I looked away. “Very well, I understand, but it had better be satisfactory.”

“I think,” he said grimly, “that it will be as satisfactory an explanation as you could possibly wish for.”

 

THE SUN WAS still shining when we began our walk home. We went in silence, as we had the remainder of the coach ride, Mr. Garten staring sternly ahead, his long, quick steps forcing me to hurry my own to keep up. I worried that he was angry with me, though righteous indignation consistently reminded me that he had been unfair. I worried, too, that I had truly done something wrong in being so friendly with Miss Anderson, or that our reputations might suffer, or worse, that David should be hurt if it became necessary for me to snub them. Why it should be necessary, I could not imagine, but Mr. Garten’s earlier words, and his current demeanor, made me fear that such a reason, improbable as it seemed, did indeed exist.

OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg





OEBPS/image0.jpg





