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NOTE


Though this book is fiction, and the characters not portraits, it is based on fact. That a man who had emigrated to the New World should after the lapse of years write home for a bride, and then get the wrong one because he had confused her name with that of her sister, may seem to the reader highly improbable; yet it happened. And in real life also the man held his tongue about his mistake and made a good job of his marriage.


The Convent of Notre Dame du Castel has no existence in actual fact, though it is true that monks from Mont Saint Michel crossed the sea in their frail little boats and founded a hermitage on the island of Guernsey. Le Creux des Fâïes exists today, and the footprints of the fairy Abbesses are still to be found imprinted on the rock, and Marie-Tape-Tout still guides fishermen home.


To all lovers of New Zealand it will be immediately obvious that the writer has never been there, and she most humbly asks their pardon for the many mistakes she must have made. She would also like to acknowledge her debt to “Old New Zealand” by F. E. Maning.




Three deep cravings of the self, three great expressions of man’s restlessness, which only mystic truth can fully satisfy. The first is the craving which makes him a pilgrim and a wanderer. It is the longing to go out from his normal world in search of a lost home, a “better country”; an Eldorado, a Sarras, a Heavenly Syon. The next is the craving of heart for heart, of the soul for its perfect mate, which makes him a lover. The third is the craving for inward purity and perfection, which makes him an ascetic, and in the last resort a saint.—EVELYN UNDERHILL.




BOOK ONE


THE FIRST ISLAND




PART I


MARIANNE


Strangers and pilgrims on the earth … seek a country. And truly, if they had been mindful of that country from whence they came out, they might have had opportunity to have returned. But now they desire a better country, that is, an heavenly: wherefore God is not ashamed to be called their God: for he hath prepared for them a city.—EPISTLE TO THE HEBREWS.




CHAPTER ONE


1


Sophie Le Patourel was reading aloud to her two daughters from the Book of Ruth, as they lay prostrate upon their backboards, digesting their dinners and improving their deportment. This spending of the after-dinner hour upon their backboards instead of in the parlour was as a matter of fact a punishment for insubordination during the morning, but their Papa being from home Sophie was softening the punishment by reading aloud. She was an indulgent mother, adoring her children, anxious to keep them with her as long as possible, afraid of what might be done to them by the great world outside the schoolroom window, the great world that in this mid-nineteenth-century horrified her with its bustle and vulgarity and noise, George Stephenson’s terrible steam engine hurtling people to destruction at twenty-five miles an hour, its dreadful balloons in which man in his profanity was daring the heavens in which it was never the intention of his Creator that he should disport himself, its restless young people with thoughts for ever straining towards new countries and new ways, and its insubordinate children like her daughter Marianne.


Not that Sophie had ever seen a steam engine or a balloon, for she lived in a remote island in the stormiest part of the English Channel, to which as yet, by the mercy of heaven, such modern horrors had not penetrated, but she had read about them and she experienced what might be called the backwash of modernity in the person of her eldest child Marianne, prostrate before her at this moment on her backboard, her hungry black eyes gazing out of the window at the wild tossing of the autumn sea, her lips set in a hard thin line and her mind somewhere far away, in the far place where her longings were; and where that was exactly neither she nor her mother knew.


“Et Horpa prit congé de sa belle-mere; mais Ruth demeura avec elle,” read Sophie in her slow beautiful French. “Alors Naomi dit: Voici, ta belle-soeur s’en est retournée vers son peuple et vers ses dieux; retourne t’en après ta belle-soeur.” Sensible Naomi! That was the advice she would have given herself, she thought. She liked people to stick to the old homes and the old ways, she didn’t hold with all this dashing off to new countries; even though in Ruth’s case it had turned out quite satisfactory. If only these restless young people could see it, all that they longed for was close beside them in the homes that had given them birth. But they couldn’t see it. They were old before their eyes were opened. “Retournée vers son peuple et vers ses dieux,” she repeated, savouring the words. She always read the Bible to the children in French even though she talked to them in English. In this bilingual Island, English by conquest but French in spirit, English was coming slowly to the fore as the medium of intercourse among the elite, but French had been the language of her own childhood and she turned back to it instinctively when she prayed or read God’s word. “Mais Ruth répondit: Ne me prie point de te laisser, pour m’éloigner de toi; car j’irai où tu iras, et je demeurerai où tu demeureras; ton peuple sera mon peuple, et ton Dieu sera mon Dieu; je mourrai où tu mourras, et j’y serai ensevelie. Que l’Eternel me traite avec la dernière rigueur, si jamais rien te sépare de moi que la mort.”


Marianne suddenly sat up and turned a transfigured face towards her mother. The hunger was gone from her eyes and her lips curved into the lovely smile that was seen so rarely. She was having what her family called one of her “moments”. Something had touched and pleased her deeply, and for a brief second her hunger was satisfied. Her mother paused in her reading and smiled at her, trying with her sympathy to prolong Marianne’s momentary joy in the stirring words. But it passed quickly, as it always did, and her eyes left her mother’s face and went back to the sea.


“The mails are in,” she said abruptly. “The packet is coming into harbour.”


That was just like Marianne, thought her mother in exasperation. The moment one tried to sympathise with her she swerved away from one’s sympathy like a shying horse. Never was there a girl who needed understanding so much, yet it was difficult to come close enough to her to achieve it. She shut herself up in a sort of box. Mon Dieu, but children are difficult, thought Sophie. And now Marguerite was sitting up too, the little monkey! Why could she never get her children in hand as other mothers did? Was she a weak mother, or were they unusually insubordinate children?


“I see the packet too!” shrilled Marguerite. “I can see the top of the mast and it’s swaying about like anything. I wonder who’s come on the packet? My, but they must have been sea-sick!”


“Lie down, children!” commanded Sophie. “Lie down at once! How many more times am I to tell you that you must not move during your hour upon the backboards? This perpetual popping up and down ruins your deportment. Lie down!”


But they continued to sit up, both of them gazing spellbound at the distant ship, as though the perfectly commonplace arrival of the packet were of immense importance to them.


“Children, if you do not lie down I shall be obliged to tell your Papa of your disobedience.”


They lay down, Marianne looking like an obstinate mule and Marguerite like a naughty kitten. They were always like this when it was blowing up for a storm. The wind seemed to get into their blood. She had no doubt that they would be up to something really naughty before the day was over. She sighed as she recomposed herself and sought for the lost place upon the page.


“Naomi, voyant done qu’elle était résolue d’aller avec elle, cessa de lui en parler.” Naomi was as incapable of controlling Ruth, evidently, as she of managing her own daughters. As she read mechanically on her thoughts were tormentingly busy with Marianne. How this child could be the offspring of herself and Octavius she couldn’t imagine. She herself was a fair-haired, blue-eyed, gently dignified, becomingly rounded creature, affectionate and conventionally minded, and her husband Octavius, handsome, worthy, affable, was in appearance and character exactly suited to the position in life to which it had pleased the Almighty to call him; he was the leading solicitor of the Island, the wholly trustworthy repository of its secrets, its best man of business, the most able speaker in its Parliament, the friend of the Bailiff and the Governor, one of its most devout Churchmen, highly respected both by himself and others.


Whence, then, Marianne?


There was nothing in her immediate ancestry to account for her. There was no explaining her except by the theory that some fierce spark of endeavour, lit by a forgotten pioneer ancestor, had lived on in the contented stuff of succeeding generations until the wind of a new age whipped it into a flame that was called Marianne Le Patourel … Or by the theory propounded by the peasant nurse of her babyhood, who had vowed she was a changeling.


Her mother, as always, was almost painfully aware of Marianne as she sat very upright in her chair by the wood fire and read aloud from the Book of Ruth. She knew her Bible so well that though her beautifully modulated voice never failed to give appropriate expression to the lines she read her thoughts could be meanwhile entirely absent, fixed upon Marianne. And though her eyes were upon her book what they saw was not the printed page but the superimposed image of her elder child.


Marianne was an elfin creature of sixteen, totally without the beauty that distinguished her parents. She ought now to have been rounding out a little into the contours of womanhood, yet her body remained as thin and brown as it had always been, a boy’s body without grace or softness, its angularities, pushing their way even through four cascading lace-trimmed petticoats, lace-trimmed pantaloons and a wide-skirted frock of stiff corded maroon silk. Her hair was dark and heavy and came out of curl upon the slightest provocation. There might have been beauty in her black eyes had they not been so needle sharp under the heavy black brows that so over-weighted her tiny sallow face, and so full of a hunger that disturbed one in the eyes of so young a girl. The small indomitable chin disturbed one too, and the lips folded in so mature a repression of her passionate temper, and the brain that was too quick and hard and brilliant for her years arid sex.


Her parents were much exercised over this brain of Marianne’s and were doing their best to repress it within lady-like proportions. But Marianne wouldn’t be interested in sensible things like crewel work and watercolour painting and duet-playing on the pianoforte with her little sister Marguerite, even though she did all those things superlatively well. That was the trouble with Marianne, she did them too well, and her restless intellect reached out beyond them to things like mathematics and the politics of the Island Parliament, farming, fishing and sailing, knowledge that was neither attractive nor necessary in a woman and would add nothing whatever to her chances of attracting a suitable husband; chances that Sophie was already beginning to realise would need all the bolstering that could possibly be given to them by skilful presentation and attractive background if Marianne were not to die an old maid. But would Marianne ever allow herself to be skilfully presented? The chic, petite, vivacious brunette that her mother was perpetually striving to coax forth was perpetually shrugged off again by the tempers and sullen reservations of this appalling child, and the carefully spread background of wealth and gentility seemed to splinter into fragments every time Marianne lost her temper. There was no doing anything with so obstinate a creature. Whenever in the night watches Sophie considered her elder daughter’s chances of happiness her pillow was wet with her tears. She had borne this child in rebellion to a man she did not love and had endured agonies at her premature and turbulent entry into this world on a night of wind and rain that was the farewell to the stormiest winter the Island had ever known, and like every mother she wanted her pain to be cancelled by the joy of her child; but the pain lived on in the realisation that Marianne’s stormy highly-strung temperament would be impossible to train in the accustomed ways of joy … And of the other ways her mother was ignorant.


She wept no tears over eleven-year-old Marguerite. That dimpled fragment of humanity had been the child of a woman reconciled, and had waited patiently for the correct date before making as modest and graceful an appearance as is possible in the circumstances of human birth. From the beginning she had given little trouble, for her naughtiness was only the normal naughtiness of a healthy child and she had always been more or less explainable. She had taken to herself her mother’s fair beauty and as much and no more of her father’s intelligence as it was desirable that a pretty child should have, and to them some good fairy had added something else, the best of all gifts, the power of enjoyment, not just animal enjoyment of good health and good spirits but that authentic love of life that sees good days. “He that would love life and see good days, let him refrain his tongue from evil and his lips that they speak no guile: let him eschew evil, and do good; let him seek peace and ensue it.” Though she didn’t know it that was the kind of person Marguerite had had the good fortune to be born. She had that transparent honesty and purity and serenity that like clear water flooding over the bed of a stream washes away uncleanness and makes fresh and divinely lovely all that is seen through its own transparency. We see the world through the medium of our own characters, and Marguerite saw and loved all things through her own bright clarity, and enjoyed them enormously. She had not got this clearness of happy sight from her mother, whose vision was always a little clouded by anxiety, nor from her father, whose sense of the importance of his activities kept his vision strictly limited to them. Perhaps it had come from the sheer happy loveliness of the Island spring and summer through whose months her mother had waited tranquilly for her birth. Wherever it had come from Sophie had only to cast one glance at her dimpled happy beauty to have all maternal worries instantly allayed. For just a moment, the face and form of her younger child taking the place of Marianne’s upon the printed page, Sophie saw the little plump figure in voluminous rose-pink tarlatan stretched upon the backboard, the golden hair an aureole about the rosy face, the soft lips parted in eagerness, the shining blue eyes fixed upon her mother’s face as the lovely history of Ruth and Boaz (so carefully edited by Sophie as she read that her children had no idea she was showing more delicacy in narration than the original historian) soaked into her through every pore. No, there was no need to worry about Marguerite. She was absolutely adorable, and throughout life she would be adored.


The clock struck. Sophie closed her book and the two girls shot up upon their backboards as though released by a spring.


“Please, Mamma, may we go out?” cried Marguerite eagerly. With the closing of the Bible the Book of Ruth had lost its grip upon her rapt attention and she was already enjoying in anticipation the buffeting of the autumn wind that swept to them across the Atlantic, tasting its salt on her lips and feeling the tug of it in her hair.


Sophie hesitated. It was Saturday, when she gave them more freedom than upon other days, the rain that had kept them in that morning and made them troublesome in consequence had ceased and fresh air would do them good before bed. Yet for some reason or other she felt loath to let them go out into the autumn gale, used as they were to tempestuous weather.


“Must you go out?” she asked.


“Please, please, darling Mamma!” cried Marguerite in her warm eager voice.


“I think it would be advisable, Mamma,” said Marianne. “We need the exercise.”


She spoke primly in her quiet, hard little voice, her clear brain leading her to make unerring attack upon the maternal sense of duty rather than the maternal affections, her mother being to her knowledge a deeply conscientious woman.


“Not beyond the garden, then,” said Sophie, temporising. For what harm could come to them in the garden? Sheltered by its high walls they would not even feel that fierce exciting wind. “And put on your cloaks and bonnets, for it may turn chilly at the turn of the tide.”


“Yes, Mamma. Come along, Marguerite.” And the pit-pat of Marianne’s small determined feet and of Marguerite’s eager ones died away down the passage to the room that had once been the night nursery and was now their bedroom.


Sophie stayed at the window, looking down at the tossing world below her. Their house, a very old one that Octavius had bought at his marriage from an old sea-captain, was in Le Paradis, the most aristocratic street on the Island, built high up in the rock citadel of Saint Pierre, the Island’s only town, with the streets of the vulgar far down below it, as was only proper. All the elite lived in Le Paradis, and so of course it was the natural habitat of the Le Patourels. And it was a nice place to live. The houses faced each other across the narrow cobbled street, steep and twisting like a gully in the rock because Saint Pierre was built upon the sheer precipitous face of the granite cliff and partook of the nature of the rock to which it held. But their propinquity did not detract from the dignity and beauty of the tall old houses. The granite walls, built to stand as enduringly against the gales as the cliff itself, had been covered with pink stucco a century ago, and with the passing of the years the pink had weathered to every conceivable lovely shade of saffron, orange, yellow and old gold. Flights of shallow steps, scrubbed to a spotless white, flanked by fluted columns and beautiful iron railings and lantern holders, led up to handsome front doors with brass knockers beneath elegant fanlights, the windows were shuttered in the French style and the old tiled roofs had weathered to colours that equalled the stuccoed fronts in beauty. In front of the area railings, flanking the white steps and the fluted columns, grew the hydrangeas that were the glory of the Island, pink and blue, grown to amazing luxuriance in the sheltered sunny warmth of the lovely street, and seen through opening front doors on summer days, through a vista of shining oak-panelled passage leading to garden doors set wide to the scent and colour, were the old deep gardens with their velvety lawns, their roses and jessamines and great magnolia trees, their myrtle and veronica bushes and lavender hedges, and tangled vines upon the sheltering granite walls.


In the sunny sheltered street, or in the high-walled gardens, or downstairs in the snug panelled parlours, one could forget that one lived on a sea-girt island, for the roaring of the wind on stormy days was heard only as a distant rumour, but in the upstairs rooms that looked towards the harbour and the sea it was another matter, and it was at the window of such a room that Sophie was standing.


Below the sheltered garden, where the wax of the magnolia blossoms was still untarnished and the chrysanthemums and dahlias were like flames against the vivid green of the lawns, the narrow streets and the tumbled roofs of Saint Pierre fell steeply to the sea. From the aloof height of Le Paradis Saint Pierre looked not quite real, crushed to nothingness by the immensity of sea and sky around it. The narrow twisting cobbled lanes, the steep flights of steps, the old granite houses with their gables and protruding upper stories, the bow-windowed shops and the inns with their swinging signs, the tall church tower, the long sea wall guarded by the breakwaters and the grey mass of the fort, the masts of ships sheltering within the harbour, were dwarfed to the semblance of a dream town whose fragility caught at the heart. One feared for it in the violence of the forces that assailed it. Torn fragments of smoke whirled above it as though panic-stricken, the branches of trees that rose higher than the sheltering garden walls tossed as though in anguish, white waves dashed themselves against the breakwaters and showers of spray reached for the little town with clutching fingers; and round about as far as the eye could see white horses rode ceaselessly in over the grey labour and surge of the sea, and low grey clouds, mounting unendingly from below the horizon of the world, streamed overhead like the grey phantoms of terrible things that were yet to come upon the earth … This was no world in which to let loose little children.


Sophie pulled herself up sharply. She was being ridiculously fanciful. The terror of natural forces was an illusory terror, for the spirit of man was always greater than they. For centuries the onslaught of the sea had not loosened the grip upon the rock of the small grey town that man had built; it had done nothing to it except immeasurably to increase its beauty by the buffetings. No shapes of doom, no torture, no fear, had chased man away yet from the tiny whirling star to which his spirit clung as tenaciously as did Saint Pierre to the rock. Why? Why? Why? thought Sophie suddenly. Why this obstinate refusal to be exterminated? Why such cheerful willingness to feed the flame of life with individual agony? One didn’t know. One couldn’t know. Only God knew, who had breathed human life into the void, and wondering whatever could have possessed Him to do such a thing only gave Sophie a headache. She didn’t hold with metaphysical speculation, and always deliberately turned her thoughts when overtaken by it. Better not look at the wind and weather. Better look at the hackney coach toiling up the narrow street below her garden wall. Who was in it? That was the kind of curiosity that was really enjoyable, for one had some hope of satisfying it. So immersed in the coach was she that she paid no attention to the words that had slipped into her soul from somewhere or other and were tolling there like a deep-toned bell. “Be ye perfect … Be ye perfect … Be ye perfect.”


Who was in that coach? Someone who had arrived on the packet no doubt. She too, though of course she hadn’t let Marianne know it, had wondered who was on board the packet to-day. It sailed from England only twice a week, and these two voyages, and the weekly voyage of a French packet from Saint Malo, were the only contacts the Island had with the great world, so naturally it was a matter of burning interest, when the anchor rattled down and the sails were furled, to see what came up out of the hold and who walked across the gang-plank. There were no telegrams then. Knowledge of wars and revolutions, of royal weddings, of Stephenson’s newly invented steam engine, of discoveries in far countries, news of the loves and deaths of friends and of new fashions in gowns and bonnets and cloaks, all came up out of the hold of the packet as out of Pandora’s box of dreams. And the storm-buffeted figures who crossed the gang-plank were even more exciting. If they were old friends there would be the joy of reunion after long absence and danger, and if they were strangers then they might change the current of one’s life for ever.


Who was in that hackney coach?


It stopped before the old empty house in Green Dolphin Street, just below the Le Patourels’ garden wall. Why, of course! It would be Dr. Ozanne. Edmond Ozanne come home again after twenty-five years of exile. He had left the Island as a young man to study medicine in London, had married and settled there. Rumour had it that his wife had been exceedingly well born and genteel, but possessed of delicate health and an extreme sensibility that had caused her in the first place to cling to his medical knowledge and dote upon his good looks, but in the second place to be disillusioned by the efficacy of that knowledge when applied to her own symptoms, and to be much tried by his rough and ready manners. The latter she must have attributed to his upbringing on a remote and savage island, for she had steadfastly refused to visit the place responsible for them, or to permit him to visit it without her. They had not been very happy, it seemed, and had had only one child, born late in their married life. Now the poor lady was dead and he had come back to the Island again with his child to set up his plate in Green Dolphin Street. This information Sophie had gathered with difficulty, but perseverance, because when she had been eighteen and Edmond twenty, they had sometimes walked up and down beside the sea wall together, her hand in his, and looked out over the sea and talked of the great things he would do when he sailed away to England, and of how when he was a rich man he would come back to the Island and marry her. But he hadn’t come back, and after some years of spinsterhood, because none of the aspirants for her hand seemed quite right somehow, she had married Octavius, and after a short period of misery had not regretted it. No one had known about those strolls beside the sea wall because the two families, Edmond’s and hers, had not been socially known to each other. Edmond’s parents had been respectable people, of an old Island family, but they had been In Trade; the Wine Trade, which of course holds a certain cachet, but still, Trade. The Ozannes and her own people, the du Putrons, had bowed to each other in the street, but no more. Well, it would be possible to know Edmond socially now, since he had become a doctor. Doctors ranked with solicitors and clergymen as People Whom One Knew. Their profession put the hall-mark of a gentleman upon them and one closed an eye to what their parents had been. One must close this eye at some period in man’s social ascent, of course, otherwise, with the birthrate of the lower orders tending to be higher than that of the upper classes, gentlemen would die out … But she must be very careful, before committing herself in any way, to find out what sort of man Edmond had turned into, and what his child was like, for she had her daughters to consider, and the child was a boy.


A cloaked figure stepped out of the hackney coach, clutching a large brass cage with a green parrot in it, but his hat was pulled so far down over his face that though she leaned swiftly forward, breathing childishly upon the window pane in her eagerness, it was impossible to see what he looked like, now. He was followed by a small boy, who gave a hop, skip and a jump as he left the coach, and carried a carpet bag. They went into the house, the coachman staggering after with their luggage, and the door banged behind them in a sudden gust of wind that rattled the schoolroom windows and roared furiously in the chimney. Sophie was suddenly scared again, and ashamed of the way she had breathed upon the window pane. She rubbed the mist off with her handkerchief and wished she had not said the girls might go out into the garden.


But here they were beside her in their cloaks and bonnets, bright-eyed with expectation. “Good-bye, Mamma!” they cried. “Goodbye!” And they had whirled off down the stairs before she could stop them.


2


There is something very thrilling about standing in a place of shelter while a gale roars by over your head. One tastes the excitement of violence without the fear. Standing beside the herbaceous border under the west wall the air was as still as on a summer’s day. Not a petal moved, not a grass blade was stirred, while all about them the October flowers had a brilliance that summer had scarcely known. The massed michaelmas daisies and golden-rod, the dahlias and chrysanthemums, purple and scarlet and gold, seemed to burn with deeper and deeper passion as one looked at them, and the lawn after the morning’s rain wore a green so vivid that one caught one’s breath. A bonfire of dead leaves was burning in the corner of the garden and the acrid smell of its blue smoke, mingled with the smell of wet chrysanthemums and the west wind from the sea, was the authentic bitter-sweet smell of the turning of the year. There was something triumphant about the blaze of colour, something of fortitude in the determined quiet under the garden wall, that mocked at dissolution. The gale might roar as it chose but while that west wall of solid granite stood its ground the end was not yet for the garden. Life was not so easily extinguished and spring trod upon winter’s heels. It flaunted its colours in the face of death and it laughed under its breath.


And Marguerite laughed too, extracting every drop of colour and scent and joy from the scene about her. Her face was rosy with pleasure in the depths of her brown beaver bonnet with its lining of quilted pink silk, and her brown caped cloak with its rosettes of rose-coloured ribbon could not hide the quivering excitement of her body. Her fair curls were already tossed and untidy and the bow of pink ribbon under her chin had come undone. She waved the folds of her cloak up and down like wings and swung laughing from her toes to her heels, back and forth, back and forth, like an intoxicated little bird rocking uproariously on a swaying branch. She did not want to go to any other place, or do anything except what she was doing, or be any other person. She was utterly contented in the place and the hour and the mere fact of her own existence. She lived. That was enough.


Marianne did not jig about like her little sister. She stood without movement on the garden path, waiting. She was dressed like Marguerite in a caped cloak with a beaver bonnet, only the rosettes on her cloak were brown, not pink, and the quilted lining of her bonnet was maroon like her dress. Sophie could not dress her in youthful colours for they made her look more sallow than ever. Her bonnet strings were precisely tied and her hands quite still under her cloak. She was always very tidy, which her mother thought odd in so passionate a creature, while Marguerite always had ribbons streaming and curls tossed in joyous disarray, but her tidiness was part of her intensity, part of the knitting together of body and mind and soul upon the one purpose.


Which at the moment was to get out of the garden into the exciting tempestuous world beyond the west wall. She waited until her mother, watching them from the parlour window, had turned away to write at her escritoire, and then she withdrew her right hand from her cloak and in it was the key of the door behind the magnolia bush, that led through the west wall to Green Dolphin Street, which she had taken from its hook in the hall as they came out.


“But Mamma said to stay in the garden,” said Marguerite, wide-eyed, for her essential honesty was already a little prone to misgivings about the artifices to which Marianne was always prepared to stoop to get her way.


Marianne made no answer but dived behind the magnolia bush and unlocked the door. Marguerite followed her, silent at first, then with a gleeful chuckle at the adventurousness of the proceeding. For though she was a good child she was not abnormally good. No one ever felt any anxiety about her dying young, in spite of the angelic loveliness of her dimpled face.


The door nearly knocked them over as it swung back with the whole force of the wind behind it, and for a moment the storm, rushing through, invaded the serenity of the garden. The branches of the magnolia tree thrashed wildly, the great waxen blossoms buffeting their faces. The wind rushed up under their skirts, whipped their pantaloons about their ankles and swirled among their petticoats. It ripped Marguerite’s bonnet off her golden curls and blew Marianne’s cloak right up over her head. Laughing, they clutched each other to keep steady, Marianne, as the folds of her cloak fell down again over the two of them, found herself with her lips pressed against Marguerite’s smooth cool cheek, Marguerite’s laughter gurgling in her ear, her soft breath on her neck, the warm little body in her arms. She smelt delicious. Her clothes were scented with lavender, her skin with violet soap, and from her curls came the faint fresh scent that breathes from the hair of healthy children like perfume from a flower. Impulsively Marianne held her little sister pressed tightly against her thin chest and kissed her passionately, and as she did so there came to her another of her “moments”, one of those flashes of heightened awareness, of vivid experience, that were the only sort of happiness she ever knew, moments that she awaited with such longing and when they came clutched with a greedy strength, warding off the sympathy or curiosity of others lest they smirch what was for her alone, what could only be savoured alone, only one day yield its secret to her if her soul was by itself. Her senses, full of passionate delight in the perfection of the human body she held in her arms, reached out through and beyond it and laid hold of the scent of the wet chrysanthemums, the flaming colours of the garden and the thrilling overtones of the storm, with an ecstasy that as far transcended Marguerite’s steady love of life as a flash of lightning transcends the unwavering little candle burning merrily inside a lantern. But she could not hold her moment. For all her strength it had gone before she could know what it was for. It slipped from her just as a gust of wind seized the door and swung it shut upon the garden of their childhood. They leaped for safety down the flight of steps that led to Green Dolphin Street and fell in a tumbled heap of frills and flounces at the bottom of it, Marguerite submerged in laughter and Marianne in bitter weeping.


Marianne so seldom cried that Marguerite’s laughter was abruptly checked by fright. She flung her arms round Marianne’s neck and kissed her wet sallow face. “Where have you hurt yourself?” she demanded. “Where, Marianne? I’ll kiss the place.”


But Marianne, abruptly choking down the sudden storm of tears, shrugged impatiently away from the kisses that a moment ago had been so sweet to her. She forgot that it had been Marguerite who had given her her moment. She thought she would not have lost it if she had been alone. “Of course I haven’t hurt myself,” she snapped. “I never cry when I hurt myself. Only little girls like you do that.”


“Then why are you crying?” asked Marguerite, wide-eyed. For herself, she cried when she had hurt her body and at no other time. She knew nothing yet about other sorts of hurts.


But Marianne did not answer. How could she say, “For a moment there was a key in my hand and then it was wrenched away”? Marguerite was too little and too happy to understand. She did not understand herself and the misery of her lack of understanding was almost as great as the misery of loss. “You look a sight,” she said to Marguerite. “Your bonnet is hanging right down your back.”


“And your cloak is twisted nearly back to front!” said Marguerite, and she began to laugh again, as she re-tied her bonnet strings and shook out her pink skirts, and then turned to face the excitement of Green Dolphin Street swept by a gale from the sea.


Marianne was facing it already but it was not giving her the thrill of excitement she had hoped for, when she had stolen the key from its hook in the hall. That thrill had come earlier than she had expected, had come during the moment before the garden door had banged shut behind them, pushing them out into the world as Adam and Eve had been pushed out of the Garden of Eden. Nevertheless it was good to stand braced against a wind like this, for it gave one no chance to feel anything but its own power. It swept one’s mind clear of ecstasies that could not be retained and despairs that were unexplainable. Holding their ballooning skirts down with one hand and their bonnets on with the other they made their way through the swaying and dancing delight of Green Dolphin Street.


It was always a cheerful street, for the people who lived in it were the happiest sort of people, not too poor to have the joy of life ground out of them by poverty and not too rich to feel burdened by possessions, and the dead had left some of their happiness behind them in the homes they had made and the living were daily adding to it out of their own good cheer. Professional men who were not successful enough to aspire to Le Paradis lived in Green Dolphin Street, and nice maiden ladies who had seen better days but not better spirits, and retired seafaring men of every sort and kind who had laid by a little money. The population as well as the spirit of Green Dolphin Street was preponderantly of the sea. To-day it was feeling jollier than ever. The wet cobbles were glistening, the smoke that curled up from the crooked chimneys was dancing over the roofs, the window panes of the old bulging bow windows winked in the fitful gleams of watery sunshine, and the old sign of the Green Dolphin, hanging before Monsieur Tardif’s inn, swung madly on its iron rod, its gyrations making it look as though it were really alive, rolling and tossing among the painted waves, grinning all over its face, whisking its tail in the white spray and winking its wicked blue eye. That dolphin was assuredly the genie of Green Dolphin Street. It expressed exactly the rollicking spirit of the place, its fun and good humour. And age did not weary it at all.


Down the whole length of itself Green Dolphin Street swayed and danced in glee. The packet was in harbour, safely gathered in out of the storm with no lives lost. A son of the island had come home again after long exile, and in the empty house beside the Green Dolphin Inn, that had been dark and shuttered for so long, the firelight was leaping on the walls and the kettle singing on the hob.


And the front door was wide open, so that when Marguerite let go of her bonnet, because her ballooning skirts were claiming both hands, it blew right off her head and down the dark passage inside. And Marguerite, of course, went impulsively after it, blown by the wind, and landed up at the end of the dark musty passage in the arms of Dr. Ozanne.


“God bless my soul!” he ejaculated, holding her with full masculine appreciation of her roundness and softness and warmth. “God bless my soul, here’s a piece of luck! Hey, William, look at this!” And he carried her, giggling with delight, into the room from which the firelight streamed, and banged the door shut.


Marianne stood at the open front door a prey to conflicting emotions. For all her passion, and her unscrupulousness in pursuit of her desires, she was nevertheless a little prudish, and she was horrified at Marguerite’s behaviour. If that wasn’t just like Marguerite! To let her bonnet be blown into a strange house, to plunge in after it, to permit herself to be precipitated into the arms of a total stranger of the opposite sex and to be carried off by him with every appearance of enjoyment! Of course Marguerite was just a little girl, but she was quite old enough to know better. Indeed she did know better, but the fatal ease with which she enjoyed herself led her to enjoy things which no well-brought-up child should enjoy … Heaven knows, thought Marianne in outrage, what she’ll enjoy before she’s done … And then came a pang of jealousy. It was always like this, Marguerite was always running forward to enjoyment and leaving her behind. Arms were outstretched to Marguerite but not to her. When people had caught Marguerite to them they shut the door in Marianne’s face. A little while ago, with Marguerite in her arms, she had most dearly loved her little sister, but now she quite desperately hated her. It was odd that one could hate and love the same person within so short a space of time. Yet one could. Time seemed to have nothing to do with what one felt; nor with living; for it was not the passing of time that made you realise that you were alive but those moments of intense feeling when you knew there was something in you that would not be extinguished though the whole of the universe crashed down upon your head. She was alive now, feeling the wind buffeting her, feeling the rough wood of the door frame under her hand, hating Marguerite. But it was a horrid aliveness, not like that ecstasy of living a little while ago. It was not a key that she had in her hand now but a sword that was thrusting not at Marguerite whom she hated but at that something in her whose pain was all the more intolerable because it could not die … Yet she was glad to feel this hatred. She was glad of anything that made her feel alive.


She put one foot over the sill and then hesitated, trembling with outraged sensibility, and jealousy and pain. Should she go in and fetch out Marguerite herself or should she go back and tell Mamma, so that deserved retribution should fall upon the erring child? She was still hesitant when a peal of laughter sounded from within the room where the firelight was. It was not Marguerite’s laughter, though she could hear that too as an undercurrent of rippling mirth below the clear ringing peal. Nor was it the laughter of the man into whose arms Marguerite had flown. It was a boy’s laughter, and the joy of it called to the unhappy Marianne as nothing in her life had ever called to her before. She ran down the passage with an eagerness which outstripped Marguerite’s, turned the handle of the closed door and went in.


He was standing on the hearthrug as a lord of creation should, his legs straddling arrogantly, his arms above his head as he stretched himself, his laughter caught up upon a prodigious yawn. He was broad-shouldered, strong, yet possessed of an elegance that was strangely mature, taller than she was but much younger. The last clear shining of the dying day and the leaping gleam of the fire, that had been newly lit from a smashed-up packing case, seemed to gather about his gay figure in a nimbus of light. The brilliance of it was entangled in the wildly untidy shock of red-gold curly hair and there seemed sparks in his tawny eyes. His face was round and ruddy, with freckles on the nose, but finely featured. He had full red lips and a deep cleft in his chin, and he showed a great deal of pink tongue as he yawned. His coat and waistcoat of vivid emerald green cloth were stained with seawater and torn linings protruded from the pockets. His white cravat was soiled, the straps that should have fastened his long peg-top trousers beneath his instep had snapped, so that they coiled round his legs like delirious green snakes, and his shoes needed a polish. Never was a male so much in need of female attention or so blissfully unaware of his need. He finished his yawn, dropped his arms and smiled at Marianne with lazy good humour. “Here’s another of ’em,” he said. “Come in, if you please, ma’am, and make yourself at home.”


But Marianne could not. She stood with her back against the door, stiff and ungainly, staring at him with great dark eyes that seemed to devour his face with the intensity of her gaze, and she could not move or speak because her heart was beating so madly that it made her feel sick and faint. Her figure might have delayed to plump itself out into the womanly roundness proper to her age, but her heart did not delay to claim this male creature for her own. She was in love, in love at sixteen, desperately in love, as Juliet was, and with a boy who for all his height and strength and maturity was only a child of thirteen years. It was absurd. But then Marianne was never at any time in the least like other girls.


But she could not go to him, she could only gaze at him while he went to her, moving with a lazy animal grace like a leopard’s, stifling a second yawn with the back of his hand. “It’s a purple sort of one this time,” he said, his eyes taking indolent stock of her. “The other one’s pink, like a rose. Are there any more of you outside? A yellow one or a blue one?”


But at the sound of his voice Marianne came to herself. She was suddenly the huntress full of guile. She smiled at him and then lowered her eyes. Yet even with her eyes on the ground she was painfully aware of Marguerite in her pink frills perched upon the knee of the man who had captured her in the passage … William had said Marguerite was like a rose but he had found no flower name for her … It was Mamma’s fault for dressing her in maroon. Why was she always dressed in these horrid drab colours? It was hateful of Mamma. Tears pricked behind her eyelids. But the change-over from intense experience to mere irritation had made her a child again, and it was as a gawky, prim, undersized yet somehow arresting little girl, with tears on the dark lashes that shaded the hungry intelligent eyes, that Dr. Ozanne saw her as she moved hesitantly forward into the light.


Something about her touched him to the quick. He had the experienced doctor’s keen sight into human character, and he knew women only too well. Plain, clever, passionate, hungrily desirous of life, this one would not have an easy time. He plumped Marguerite down on the footstool by his chair (no need to worry over that one), jumped up and went to Marianne; for William, drugged with fresh air, was proving a rather sleepy and dilatory host.


“Come in, my dear,” he boomed in his rich fruity voice, a little husky now after the sea voyage, and marred by a slight slurring of the consonants due to the whisky with which he had fortified himself against the inclemency of the weather. “Did I bang the door on you and not know you were in the passage? Holy Moses, that was a crime indeed, and you so small and dainty in that pretty gown, and the split image of the Queen, God bless her! God bless you, my dear. What’s your name? Marianne? And this is Marguerite. Marianne and Marguerite. Two pretty names for two pretty ladies. I don’t know that I ever heard two prettier names, did you, William?”


“Too much alike,” said William on another yawn. “Damned confusing.”


“Mind your language in the presence of the fair sex, William,” cautioned his father. “Sit down, my dear. Take your cloak and bonnet off. William and I, we’re just off the packet and about to have a dish of tea to make us forget it. Damned stormy weather for a man’s home-coming. But if you will join us in the dish of tea, Marianne, then, bless my soul, it will be the sweetest welcome that ever a man had.”


“You’re talking to Marguerite. You’ve mixed them up,” said William.


“No, he hasn’t,” piped up Marguerite. “She is Marianne. I’m Marguerite.”


“Then it’s you who are mixed up, my lad,” triumphed his father. “And without a drop of anything stronger than salt water inside your stomach for the last twelve hours, either. You be careful, William, or weakness of memory and confusion of brain will land you in a nice mess one of these days … Now, my dear, sit down.”


His great hand enveloped hers, and his laughing brown eyes, that looked startlingly young above their heavy weary pouches, looked down at her with all the warmth of his enormous kindness. Never before had she had such a welcome. Never before had anyone seemed to want her so much. She almost forgot William as she looked up into the face of his father.


For most of his life people had forgotten other things when they looked at Edmond Ozanne, but of late years, as his girth increased and the great beauty that he had had in his youth began to crumble into ruin, they had not been so forgetful and he had not been without a humorous chagrin at the change. So it was touching, as well as comic, to have this changeling of a little creature gazing at him with such whole-hearted admiration. And in the firelight, beaming with kindliness, amused and touched, he was still worth looking at. He was of a great height, though slightly bent now about the shoulders, stalwart and strong like his son, but without William’s elegance. He had never had William’s elegance, even in the days when he had been as slim and straight as William, for that had come from his mother. But his tawny eyes were William’s, and his untidy shock of greying hair had once been as bright and riotous as his son’s, and in his florid red-veined face one could still see something of William’s fine features. By drawing the line somewhere between William’s immaturity and Edmond’s decay one could find again the glorious young man with whom Sophie du Putron had strolled up and down beside the harbour wall.


Edmond was as flamboyant and untidy in his style of dress as was his son, though he kept to the style of some years back, with torn white ruffles beneath the immense cravat that propped up his double chin and a quantity of seals dangling from beneath his nankeen waistcoat. His coat was of peacock blue, with padded sleeves that increased his already considerable bulk, and long flowing tails. A fine figure of a man was Edmond still, full of hospitality and benevolence and a pitiful kindness that knew no bounds, a coarse man, a self-indulgent man, but a man capable of keeping the flag of his unconquerable good humour flying until the bitter end; it was only in his rare moments of silence, when his face fell into repose and the laughter died out of his eyes and his full lips drooped one upon the other, that one observer in a thousand might have known him for a man who dared not think. In those moments he looked like a mangy sad old lion looking out upon the splendour of the grand old days from behind the bars of his prison cell.


But there was no hint of anything remotely resembling lowness of spirits of any sort or kind as the four sat enjoying an uproarious meal before the fire. Everyone was uproarious in the company of William and his father. It was impossible not to be. They were at all times out to enjoy themselves, without scruple or fastidiousness, their rollicking pursuit of pleasure curbed by nothing but their kindliness of heart. Their enjoyment was not like Marguerite’s, that was born of the love of the divine in life that is not far removed from holiness, it was an entirely pagan thing, partly animal high spirits, partly a defiant fire lit to frighten away the wolves in the dark. But they got no pleasure out of their fire if they sat at it alone. At their feastings beside it they invited the whole street in whenever possible, and the splendour of the subsequent rejoicings was unforgettable by those who experienced it.


There was even a splendour about this meal of strong tea and bread and treacle eaten in an untidy room with a storm beating at the window, William and Marianne sitting together on one packing-case and Dr. Ozanne overflowing the top of another with Marguerite still on her stool at his feet. If the glorious hospitality of the two hosts had permitted their guests to feel the influence of their surroundings they might have found them depressing, for Dr. Ozanne’s furniture, that had arrived on a previous packet, was still stacked up around the walls all anyhow. Sheraton chairs with scratched unpolished legs lay helplessly upon their sides, and the green parrot in the brass cage, that Sophie Le Patourel had seen from the schoolroom window, reposed in a silent depression of spirits upon a carved prie-dieu turned upside down over a glass case full of wax flowers.


“Soon get it all ship-shape,” boomed the doctor cheerfully, cutting a great hunk of bread for Marianne with his jack-knife. “We’ll be getting some Island body to come in and do for us and then you won’t know it, young ladies. No women like the Island women for keeping a house ship-shape. No women in any other part of the world to hold a candle to ’em. You remember that, William, my son, when your turn comes to wed. Pick her with beauty, William, and pick her strong, and with virtue if you like virtue, but above all, my son, pick her Island born.” And smiling at Marianne and Marguerite, he plunged his hand into one of the enormous pockets of his coat, brought out a whisky bottle and poured a generous dram into his big blue china mug of hot strong tea. “Best thing possible after a sea voyage,” he told the girls. “And a damned stormy voyage at that. William don’t need any. William suffered no inconvenience, the rascal. Took to the water like a duck. I’ll make a sailor of you, William, my lad. Pity to waste that fine steady stomach on a shore job.”


“I wouldn’t mind being a sailor, sir,” said William thickly through an enormous slice of bread and treacle. “But I think it would be best for me to keep a tavern, so’s you can get your whisky cheap.” And he winked one glorious hazel eye at Marianne and the other at Marguerite.


“You’ll do nothing of the sort, you young rascal, you,” boomed his father in sudden jovial wrath. “Your mother was a lady if ever there was one, poor soul, and she bred her son for a gentleman, and a gentleman you’ll be, though I have to take the cane to you … My poor wife’s,” he said to Marianne and Marguerite, indicating the prie-dieu and the wax flowers with a flourish of his mug. “I keep ’em in memory of her. She was a very religious woman, poor soul. And artistic, too. She made those flowers with her own hands.”


He spoke placidly. His grief for his wife did not seem very severe, Marianne thought, only kindly and pitiful. Perhaps he had found her too genteel. Perhaps she had patronised him and the patronage had been painful. He was not, Marianne realised, quite what her mother would have called a gentleman.


“After she died,” went on the doctor, “William and I made up our minds to come back to the Island. I’d never been happy away from it, mind you, but my wife, poor soul, had no love for the sea. But I have. If you’re Island born you’re not happy out of sight and sound of it. You’ll pine for the mewing of the gulls all your days, my dear, and eat your heart out among the bricks and mortar.”


“Was the parrot your wife’s too?” asked Marguerite.


“That parrot Lydia’s? Bless my soul, no! She’d never have that parrot in the same room with her, his language being what it is. He lived with me in my surgery. That parrot has seen life. One of my patients, a seafaring man, gave it me in lieu of payment. He’s silent now, depressed by the voyage, poor fellow, but once get him going with the nautical oaths he picked up from his first master, and the medical terms he’s picked up from me, and he’s a treat … William, give Old Nick a drop of whisky to get him going.”


“No, sir,” said William firmly. “Old Nick’s remarks are not suitable for young ladies.”


Marianne looked at him with approval. It had not taken her long to realise that William Was much more of a gentleman than his father. He was untidy, he was lazy, and she was quite sure that Mamma would not approve of much of his behaviour and conversation, but his careless elegance and his intuitive knowledge of what was suitable could have come only from good breeding. There must be something of his mother in him. Yet what she loved best in him, his looks and his overflowing kindliness, had come from his father. Prim though she was she did not mind that Dr. Ozanne was without the manners of a gentleman, that his clothes smelt of whisky, that he handed her slices of bread on the point of a knife. She would never forget the perfection of his welcome when she had first come into the room. She did not wonder that Lydia his wife had descended from the heights of her gentility to marry him. Only if she had been Lydia she would not have kept him a prisoner in her country; however much she hated the sea she would have gone with him gladly to his. That was the way she would behave when she had married William. She would say to him as Ruth to Naomi, “Your country shall be my country” … And she would keep him from the whisky bottle and keep his clothes tidy … Sitting beside him on the narrow packing-case, his body pressed against hers, she could feel the warmth of his young life in hers and she imagined, as do all children whose only experience of affection has been that of the parents whose devotion meets their own more than half way, that love is always mutual, and that what she felt for William he must feel for her. Secure in that conviction she thrilled with an ecstasy even deeper than that she had known when she held Marguerite in her arms. She saw the firelight leaping on the walls, and rain lashing at the window panes, and heard the roar of the wind over the roof, and was at one with them in the joy of her love. In that moment she gave herself to William. She had found in one moment her quarry and her mate, and as huntress and woman she was satisfied, tasting the sweets of the end of the way, unaware in her inexperience of the rigours of the journey that she was undertaking with so light a heart.


But to William the child her three years seniority turned her almost into the semblance of a maiden aunt. It was upon Marguerite, the other child, giggling with delight as she sat on the footstool at his father’s feet and stuffed herself with bread and treacle, that his merry eyes were fixed in admiration. And her answering merriness met his half way. She dimpled at him, as she pursued with her pink tongue an errant drop of treacle that was rolling down her chin, and thought he was a nice boy.


An elegant figure in a grey bonnet and cloak, storm-buffeted, was vaguely seen by Dr. Ozanne to stop outside the bow window and look in, but the children were making so much noise that he did not hear the unanswered knock at the door, or the agitated footsteps in the passage, and was unaware of Sophie Le Patourel’s entry until she actually stood in the doorway. Then he stumbled to his feet, fumbling to brush the tobacco ash off his stained waistcoat, painfully aware of the disorder of his person and his room. For he recognised Sophie and remembered their walks beside the sea wall. He guessed that she would be one of the great ladies of the Island now. He had meant to claim acquaintance with her, in the hope that she would have kindliness in her heart for his motherless boy. But it was not like this that he had hoped to encounter Sophie again; travel-stained, hopelessly at a disadvantage. This was a sorry beginning for the new start in life for which he had hoped so much, for himself as well as the boy. His look of a mangy sad old lion came over him and for once he had nothing to say, only a comical look of mingled dismay and pleading to give her as he held out his hand.


She took it, though her face was white with her horror at the change in him, and at the disorder and vulgarity of the scene in which she found her daughters ensconced with every appearance of comfort and delight. But though she smiled she could not for the moment speak. It was the parrot who spoke.


“My, what a fine craft!” shouted Old Nick, suddenly coming to from the comatose condition into which the journey had plunged him, and gazing at Sophie in admiration. “Come right in, my dear, and take a rhubarb pill.”


Everyone behaved well, even William on his packing-case. With great presence of mind he buried his curly head in his right trouser leg in his efforts to choke his hoots of laughter.


Sophie was superb. For all the notice she took of Old Nick she might not have heard him; though the shock seemed to enable her to recover her power of speech. “Welcome home to the Island, Dr. Ozanne,” she said gently. “I am come in search of my naughty girls. I was a careless mother and they played truant, and I am afraid they have intruded on you. I hope you will forgive us.”


“No forgiveness required, ma’am,” boomed Dr. Ozanne, clinging to her hand as to a lifeline. By gad, here was a woman for you! Putting him at his ease. Taking the blame upon herself. A fine figure of a woman too. She’d filled out grandly since her girlhood. No women like the Island women. Hadn’t he said so? By gad, he had! “Your girls have given us a sweet home-coming. Had I known they were yours, ma’am—though surely I should have known, with all that charm and beauty before me, all that elegance—all that—split image of you, Sophie—charming girls, ma’am, charming—” He began to get a little confused and Sophie helped him out by an interruption.


“Is that your boy?” she asked.


“Stand up, William!” commanded his father.


William stood up, crimson-cheeked, moisture streaming from his eyes, but proud in the knowledge that not a sound of mirth had escaped him. Sophie went to him and touched his unruly hair with a gentle finger. “You are like your father when I first knew him,” she said. She had intended, when she stood upon the threshold and looked in at the uproarious tea-party, to see to it that for the girls’ sake there was no friendship between this house and her own, but the sorrow that she felt at the tragic change in Edmond, and William’s untidiness and motherlessness, caused a complete reversal of her previous intention. Unaware of what she was doing she pulled William’s cravat straight.


“You must come to Le Paradis and play with my girls,” was the remark that to her own intense dismay she heard issuing from her lips.


And so on that stormy autumn evening Sophie Le Patourel took the lives of William and Marianne and Marguerite and knotted them together for ever. There was a little silence after she had spoken, and looking up they saw that a watery sunset was illumining Green Dolphin Street with a flood of gold.




CHAPTER TWO


1


William woke up and wondered why he was awake, for except for a faint patch of grey in the direction of the window it was still night in his little room under the eaves, and it was his habit to sleep without fluttering an eyelid from the moment he fell into bed at night until that moment in broad daylight when his father opened his bedroom door and flung a book at his head. He lay and listened. Except for a drip of water from the eaves and the distant surge of the sea there was absolutely no sound.


That’s why I’ve woken up, thought William. When he had gone to sleep the wind had been blustering in the chimney, and shaking the old timbers of the house so that they creaked and groaned in protest, as it had been doing almost ever since they had landed on the Island nearly three weeks ago. The sudden peace was startling.


A cock crowed, a raucous sound like a cracked trumpet being blown by someone who was too excited to blow it properly, and the grey square of the uncurtained window became a little clearer. William, as excited as the cock, slid out of bed and put his boots on. By the absence of snores next door, and even more by the feel of the house, a secret conspiratorial sort of feel, he knew that his father had been called out to a patient and he was alone in it. He liked being alone in the house. He and the house were friends.


Whistling a cheery tune, stark naked except for his boots, for he considered his nightshirt unnecessary and seldom bothered to put it on, William felt about the room for the clothes he had scattered broadcast the night before. He always put on his boots first of all because as they were the last things he took off before he got into bed they were always there handy. Socks he disdained. They were a nuisance, invariably in holes and never more than one of a pair to be found. And with peg-top trousers on no one knew if you had socks on or if you hadn’t. His feet were as hard and tough as feet can be and never got blistered by the rubbing of the boots; he seldom washed them, so they did not suffer from the softening effects of hot water. As he rummaged for his clothes he hazily wondered where his father had gone. Some poor woman had had a baby, perhaps, or a drunken sailor had fallen out of a window, or there’d been a glorious bloody fight in one of the waterside taverns and his father had been fetched to stitch up the cuts. Though they had been on the Island three weeks only Dr. Ozanne already had quite a number of patients, though they were all poor people, not rich ones. How vexed Mamma would have been! It had always upset her so that Papa’s patients were generally poor people who could not always pay their bills, and not rich people who could have even if they didn’t. If a patient did not pay his bill William hadn’t been able to see that it made any difference whether he was rich or poor. But Mamma had thought it made a lot of difference. She had cried sometimes when in London she had seen Papa’s chariot waiting outside some poor hovel, but smiled when she had seen it outside a house with a polished brass knocker and scrubbed white steps. But she hadn’t smiled very often. The fact was that Papa loved poor people who were very ill or dreadfully hurt, and they loved him, but he was not very fond of rich people who were not as ill as they thought they were and wasted his time telling him what they thought, and when he interrupted them to tell them that they thought wrong they weren’t very fond of him either, and didn’t call him in again … And Mamma cried.


At least not now. She was dead. William, who had at last found his shirt, thrust his head up through it and looked at her portrait over his bed, faintly visible now in the growing light. She was very pretty with her golden ringlets, blue eyes, delicately pointed face and sloping shoulders, and he remembered her kisses with affection and her lovely scented clothes with an appreciative sniff, but he couldn’t help feeling that life was a lot more comfortable now she was dead. She had cried such a lot, and scolded such a lot, and made Papa so unhappy. His loyalty had always been his father’s. Even as a small child he had known that scolding and crying were not the way to make Papa stop doing the sort of things that Mamma did not like him doing. And if she hadn’t liked the sort of person he was, why had she married him? Perhaps she had thought that she could change the sort of person that Papa was. Can one ever change a person? Mamma had apparently thought one could, but William himself was doubtful.


He never said these things to his father, only to himself, for he respected the feeling that had made his father hang his wife’s portrait over her son’s bed and keep her prie-dieu beside his own with his whisky bottle on it. She had been their wife and mother and she had done her best for them both; she had been beautiful and now she was dead, and it would not be chivalrous even to hint to each other that they were more comfortable without her. Indeed it was scarcely chivalrous even to think it, and William thrust the thought away as he put on his brilliant green coat and waistcoat and whistled “Blow the man down”. Both William and his father were chivalrous to the very depth of their souls, their chivalry shot through with an amiable weakness that would make them easy game for the predatory until the end of their lives.


William poured an inch of ice-cold water into his basin, smeared his face and hands, rubbed the dirt off them with a towel, fished out a broken comb from beneath the bed and forced it through his tangled curls as far as it would go; he did not pursue the matter, however, for it hurt, and he never did things that hurt if he could possibly help it. Then he opened his window and thrust his tousled head out into the dawn.


Holy Moses, but this Island was a good place! The keen cold fresh air hit him like a blow in the face, stinging him into exultant life. The tumbled wet roofs of Green Dolphin Street gleamed like silver and over them the emptied rain clouds had thinned to a sheen of silver grey shot through with gold, with here and there a sort of lake of unclouded sky the colour of aquamarine. Far down to his left the night still lay over the sea, with one star bright like a lamp, and the boom and surge of the waves beyond the harbour bar came clearly to him now that the window was open. Up above him to his right his view was closed in by the roof of No. 3 Le Paradis, dark against a sky the colour of a rose, and from the hidden garden floated a scent of jessamine. Over the top of the wall drooped a branch of the great magnolia tree, heavy with rain, every leaf turned to silver in the dawn, one great blossom dropping its waxen petals one by one upon the cobbles of the street below. William watched each petal as it drifted slowly down, light as air, untarnished, lovely, until with a soft thud the whole flower fell and the branch above, relieved of its weight, sprang upward in delight and the raindrops showered down from it in a mist of silver spray. A clock struck somewhere far down in the town and then, quite suddenly as it seemed, the sun was up and the sea was a sheet of gold, and in the garden of No. 3 a bird was singing a mad wild paean of praise because the storm was over and the night was done. William suddenly dropped his curly head on his arms. The light was so brilliant now that it was hurting his eyes and there was a queer confused longing in him somewhere, because the loveliness of the world made him want to jump up and do something for somebody, and there was nothing he could do. There was not a soul within sight … Yes, there was.


Something seemed to reach out and touch him, as though he had spoken and a voice had answered. He lifted his head from his arms and looked up. A dormer window high up in the roof of No. 3 Le Paradis had opened and a small figure in a white nightgown was leaning out as far as she could get, breathing in great breaths of the fresh air, her arms along the sill. Marguerite! No, damn, it wasn’t, it was only Marianne.


He had seen Marianne and Marguerite twice since the day of that first riotous tea-party. He and his father had been to a Sunday family dinner at Le Paradis and he had also drunk a dish of tea with the girls in their schoolroom and played spillikins with them afterwards. But neither of these meetings had been very satisfactory. At the Sunday dinner he and his father had been ill at ease in their shabby clothes at the shining mahogany table, careful of their language, careful not to spill the wine, racking their brains to remember the good manners and the conversational gambits that Mamma had taught them but which had fallen into disuse since her death, horribly aware that they were a couple of uncouth heathens who had not been to church that morning. Sophie had been sweet to them, but the girls had been fettered by the obligation of being seen but not heard while partaking of nourishment in the presence of their elders, and the dignity of Octavius in a mulberry waistcoat, his chin propped up upon a stock at least six inches high, had been utterly shattering to super-sensitives like Edmond and William. They had wilted, and gone home early, and felt the worse for the dinner, and taken a glass of hot whisky and water and a rhubarb pill respectively, and gone to bed in much depression of spirits.


Drinking tea with the girls in the schoolroom had been much better because Octavius had not been there, but Sophie had been there, all the time, and her fair beauty and dignity had reminded him of Mamma, and thinking all the time of how Mamma would have had him speak, eat and move, had made him a dull dog. And Marianne’s hungry black eyes had been fixed upon him all the time, and had made him feel most uncomfortable. They had seemed to be begging him for something, and to be mutely reproaching him for not being or doing what she wanted; and he hadn’t known what it was that she wanted.


But little Marguerite had been the silver lining in the black cloud of both entertainments. He adored Marguerite. At dinner he had sat opposite to her and her merry blue eyes twinkling at him, her hearty appetite, the suspicion of a sympathetic wink that she tipped him when he spilt some gravy and blushed crimson with shame, and the irrepressible giggle that popped out when a wasp settled on her father’s head, had made him her slave for ever. And at the little tea-party she had been even more adorable, dimpling and fat and friendly in the sort of utterly unselfconscious way that put one at one’s ease, and enjoying everything so much, even the boring game of spillikins, that at last his natural powers of enjoyment had been restored to him and he had gone home happy, and had been busy for days carving a little wooden mouse for her, with pink sticking plaster for ears and string for a tail. This act of service had given him some outlet for his love, but prowl about the garden door of Le Paradis as he might he had as yet found no opportunity of presenting her with this touching token of his affectionate esteem.


And now it was Marianne up there at the bedroom window, not Marguerite, and he cursed his luck. Yet after the first pang of disappointment he found himself looking attentively at Marianne. She had not seen him. She was looking, as he had looked, at the swaying branch of the magnolia tree from which the silver raindrops were still falling, at the gleaming sea and the sky. Her small face, framed in the white frills of the nightcap tied so demurely beneath her chin, looked pure and lovely, transfigured, shining with the joy that had answered his like a touch, or a voice speaking. She too loved this place where for generations the men and women of her blood had lived and died. She too had had a moment of ecstasy when she had opened her window and seen it refreshed and shining after the storm; still there after the darkness of the night, still safe, still hers. Then she looked down and saw him and they smiled at each other.


“Come out with me, Marianne,” he called. “Come down to the sea. It’ll be grand down there after the storm.”


She nodded happily, and then suddenly the lovely light went from her face and she blushed with shame, conscious of her nightcap and her nightgown. She withdrew quickly and closed the window. William also withdrew, very cross, for he knew why she had blushed and her silliness exasperated him, for surely she was dressed up enough in all those starched white frills. Girls were silly. Then he corrected himself. Only some girls … Little Marguerite wouldn’t have blushed … And now he had committed himself to an early morning’s outing with Marianne. Damn. Well, anyhow, she’d be ages dressing. He had time to go downstairs and light the fire and put the breakfast ready in case his father should come in cold and tired while he was still out, for Madame Métivier, who “did” for them, did not arrive until ten o’clock.


But he had done no more than lay the fire, and get soot all over his face, and start fumbling with the cups and saucers in the cupboard in the little dining parlour at the back of the house, when Marianne arrived. Her moment of embarrassment had disappeared as completely as her moment of luminous joy, and she looked trim and competent and self-possessed.


“Here, my goodness, give them to me!” she ejaculated, skilfully taking from William the top layer of the pyramid of crockery he was endeavouring to remove from the cupboard all at one blow, holding the apex against his chest with his chin. “Put the others down and go and wash your face. You’re filthy.”


William did as he was told, retreating to the kitchen that opened from the dining-parlour, and rubbing his face vigorously with the towel that hung behind the door and that always had a conveniently soggy patch on it that was as good as a sponge. Through the open door he surveyed Marianne. Her morning dress of striped dark green bombasine had a plain collar and cuffs of white lawn upon it and was severely belted at her tiny waist. Her shawl was green too, with a green silk fringe, and her green bonnet had ribbons like smooth seaweed tied beneath her chin. Her hair, newly released from curling papers, framed her face in a mass of dark ringlets that cast strange shadows on her sallow determined little face. For a moment she looked like some sort of a green fairy person who did not belong to his country, a changeling creature quite alien to his warm humanity, and William felt for a moment a little scared. Then, as she set out the cups and saucers, lit the fire with ease and put the untidy room to rights before one could say Jack Robinson, he felt a sense of rest in her efficiency. He strolled back into the dining-parlour, curled up in his father’s chair and watched her with lazy pleasure. He was feeling a lord of creation now. It was nice to have a woman working for one. It gave one a good sort of feeling.


“I like watching you work, Marguerite,” he said.


Marianne paused and looked at him, sitting there in his brilliant emerald green coat, the flames lighting up his fair curls, his tawny eyes and handsome smiling face.


“William, you’re lazy,” she chided sharply. “And I’m not Marguerite, I’m Marianne. Can’t you even be bothered to remember my name properly?”


“I never remember names properly,” said William. “Nor does Papa. It’s in the family not to remember names. And I’m not lazy, Marianne. I’d have done the fire and everything for Papa if you hadn’t come. I like doing things for people.”


There was a note of childish pathos in his voice and Marianne’s face softened. She came to him and stood looking intently down at him. He was an indolent untidy young rascal, but she guessed there was nothing he would not do for his father. Or for anyone else for that matter. She was not like that, and she knew it. Her conscious self had already given her a high opinion of Marianne Le Patourel, born of her subconscious unacknowledged knowledge that she would never be an attractive woman, and she was not of a mind to squander this valuable self upon all and sundry. For William only was she willing to give to the utmost. But William would always squander himself, giving back easily the affection and liking so easily given to him. “You’re good, William,” she cried impulsively. And for just one flashing moment, deep in her heart, she acknowledged his superiority. Then she pushed away the knowledge, thrust it away far down, not to be unearthed again until the end of her life. She was Marianne Le Patourel, the most important person in her world, and she had given to this beautiful young creature William Ozanne the inestimable treasure of her love. He was hers. She would make him. He was untidy, lazy, grubby, ill-brought-up, with a dangerous streak of weakness in him. But she would alter all that. She would make of him such a man as the world had never seen. And he would love her as she loved him; it was not possible that he should not when she loved him so terribly. He would die with her name on his lips.


“Take a little peppermint for wind!” cried Old Nick suddenly with great exasperation from beneath the red tablecloth that covered him by night. “Heave ho, my hearties, heave ho!”


“William, take the cloth off that horrid bird and come along down to the sea!” commanded Marianne, and there were tears of temper in her eyes. There was no one like a parrot for making one feel a perfect fool.


Chuckling, William obeyed her and followed her out into the gleaming glancing sunshine of Green Dolphin Street.
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Almost at the bottom of the hill Green Dolphin Street was intersected by Fish Street running diagonally across it, and after this interruption it ceased to be Green Dolphin Street and became Pipet Lane. Fish Street was very respectable and led by way of the Fish Market to the main shopping street of Saint Pierre, and then on to the harbour. Pipet Lane was not respectable and led straight into the sea through an archway in the harbour wall.


It was a filthy, noisy, smelly, beautiful, exciting place, very steep and very narrow, with the oldest and poorest and most tumbledown houses of Saint Pierre towering up to a great height on each side of it, and only kept from falling into it by the fact that their overhanging gables practically met overhead and propped each other up. Once wealthy people had lived in these houses. Through battered wide-open doorways with beautiful three-cornered carvings over their lintels one could see oak staircases, carved balustrades that had been torn away in places for firewood, and lovely moulded plaster ornamentation on damp-stained ceilings. In quiet moments it did not take much imagination to re-people Pipet Lane with lovely ladies in sedan chairs swinging along over the cobbles, or watching tearfully from the windows while gentlemen in cocked hats and powdered wigs came gaily out from the beautiful doorways, waved to them and went whistling down the lane to climb into the little rowing boats that waited beneath the archway. One did not need very quick ears to hear the click of the oars in the rowlocks as the little boats carried the adventurers to the sailing ships in the harbour that would bear them away to war upon the high seas or to trade with the new lands of the west. And one could fancy, at a quiet hour in Pipet Lane, that one heard the music of the harpsichord sounding from the old rooms, and women’s voices singing, and the swish of silk skirts in the minuet.


Those great days were gone now and only the riff-raff of Saint Pierre lived in the stately old houses, and only the cows went down under the archway into the water, to have the mud washed off them before they went on to the market, or slatternly women with pails of refuse, or fishermen off for a night’s fishing. And the only music nowadays was a drunken chorus roared out at midnight, or the twang of a banjo. Yet gaiety had not left Pipet Lane. To the casual glance everyone, drunk or sober, always seemed to be enjoying themselves there. The ragged barefoot children were always laughing and the slatternly women were stout and full of raucous conversation, and gay of a Sunday in their soiled scarlet petticoats, and the men in their striped jerseys had flashing dark eyes in their tanned faces, and gold rings in their ears, and were full of strange oaths and merry yarns. William simply adored the place. Marianne had never been allowed to go there.


Nor had she wanted to go there, for her fastidiousness hated noise and dirt and smells. “No, William!” she cried, as instead of turning to the left down Fish Street William bounded across to the entrance to Pipet Lane. “William! William!”


But William ignored the sharp admonition in her voice and pranced on, and she had perforce to follow him, or lose him altogether.


“It’s all right,” he said, when she had caught up with him. “It’s quiet now, for they’re all in bed still. It’s too early to be rowdy. I wouldn’t bring you here if it was rowdy, Marianne.”


Quite suddenly Marianne began to thrill and tingle with excitement. The keen air and the sparkling sunshine, the scarcely comprehended influence of things past, yet alive for ever, and above all the being alone with William in an hour so fresh and enchanted that it might have been that first hour of the world that was without memory or fore-knowledge of evil, was like a draught of heady wine. She felt as light as air and mad as a hatter. These moods came upon her sometimes; some thought of adventure or memory of valour lit up suddenly like a flame in her mind and the whole of her exploded with excitement; and if she was in the house, stitching at her crewel-work under her mother’s eye or bound upon her backboard without hope of release, she nearly went crazy trying to keep her body still and her thoughts and emotions within some sort of sane control, But there was no need to keep still now. Her tiny feet danced over the cobbles and her dark eyes sparkled. William looked at her over his shoulder, caught the infection of her mood, turned back and took her hand, and together they raced pell-mell down the rest of the lane, and stood with the dazzling water lapping at their feet, looking through the archway at the most perfect ship that either of them had ever seen.


“By gad!” ejaculated William. “Holy Moses!”


Marianne said nothing, but she neglected to reprove William for his language. Indeed she hadn’t heard it. She was utterly enslaved by this lovely ship.


She had seen many ships in the harbour of Saint Pierre, apart from the mail packets and the fishing smacks; cutters, sloops, brigantines, coasters, frigates; but never before had she seen that culmination of the sailing ship, that glorious creature the clipper. This one must have been driven out of her course by the storm and had taken refuge in the harbour lest worse befall, otherwise she would never have so honoured Saint Pierre with her stately presence.


“What is she?” whispered William excitedly. He was a London boy and his world of ships and the sea was new to him; yet it was in his blood and his whole immature being unfolded at sight of that ship like a flower at the touch of the sun.


“A clipper,” said Marianne. “I’ve read about them and seen pictures of them. She’s one of the new clippers, the fastest kind of merchant ship. She’s build for speed. Look at the lovely lines of her. Look at the length of them; she’s five to six times the beam in length. She’s built to sail with the wind; look at her bows. Look at the height of her masts.”


“The sails are furled,” mourned William. “What would she carry, when they’re all set?”


Marianne considered, shading her eyes with her hand. “Foretopmast, staysail, inner, outer or flying jib. Foresail and mainsail and mizzen, fitted with topsails, topgallant sails and royals. Then there’s the spanker, look, there at the stern. It’s her head and staysails and spanker that make her able to steal into the wind.”


“How do you know all that, Marianne?” asked William in admiration.


“I told you, I’ve read about them;” said Marianne. “I like to read about sailing ships and steam engines and adventure and discovery—and—and—things like that.”


Her voice trailed off, breathlessly, for frustration had her by the throat.


“I didn’t know girls ever did,” said William.


“They don’t,” said Marianne, and the bitterness of her tone made William look at her in astonishment. He did not know what the trouble was, but he gripped her hand hard in sympathy.


“Look at her brass-work winking in the sun,” he said, “and look, there’s a figurehead carved at her bows. And, Marianne, what’s that barrel thing up there at the mast head?”


“That’s the crow’s nest,” said Marianne. “The lookout man sits there. He’s so high, he can see for miles and miles. He sees dolphins and flying fish, and whales and icebergs, and new worlds rising up out of the sea.”


“What’s she got in her hold?” wondered William.


“Tea, perhaps,” said Marianne, and then, dreamily, “or cedarwood from Lebanon, perhaps, and gold to make twelve gold lions to stand about King Solomon’s throne, and ivory and apes and peacocks.”


William looked at her as though he thought she had gone mad.


“But the merchant navy of Tarshish wasn’t any greater than ours,” said Marianne. “There’s never been a merchant navy like ours. William, if I were a man, I’d rather be in the Merchant Service than the Royal Navy. In the navy you just sail about fighting people, which you can do just as well on land, but merchantmen carry lovely things all over the world, and that’s grand … And then the captains of merchant ships can take their wives to sea with them if they wish, and in the navy they’re not allowed to.”


“I shouldn’t want to take my wife to sea with me,” said William. “A wife would be fearfully in the way.”


Marianne gritted her teeth. Oh, to be a man, and not to be dependent upon the whim of a man to live!


“Look!” said William.


Under the archway was a small rowing boat moored by its painter to an iron ring in the wall. So close together were they, on this morning that was to be in both their lives the signpost outside Eden, that they did not have to speak to each other of the purpose that flashed simultaneously into their two minds. In a moment William had pulled off his boots and rolled up his trousers, waded out, pulled the boat as far up the cobbles as he could, laid a plank against it and helped Marianne to get in, and in another moment she had pushed them skilfully off, taken one heavy oar herself and given the other to William.


But how shamed now was William! His father had taught him to row a little on the river, but he had never yet struggled with one of the clumsy tubs of things they use on the sea, nor with an oar the size of this one. Their craft rocked with the violence of the crabs that William was catching.


“Take your time from me,” said Marianne gently, with no hint of patronage. “Don’t look at your oar. Keep your eyes on my back. You’ll pick it up in a moment.”


And in a moment William had picked it up, together with a respect for Marianne that surpassed anything he had ever felt for a woman before. Such a little bit of a thing she was, yet she seemed to have a man’s strength. She had thrown aside her green shawl and under the striped green bombasine of her gown he could see the movement of her muscles as she bent to her oar. In and out went the blade, cleaving the ripples in perfect time, the wet drops showering off it with every skilful twist of her wrists. “One. Two. Three,” she said. “One. Two. Three. Well done, William.” And William glowed with pride. Now and then Marianne glanced over her shoulder, to see if they were keeping in the right direction, but William did not look. Like a child who will not open its Christmas stocking until the sun rises, he had made up his mind not to take even a peep until they were There.


But when he was easy with his oar he looked at Saint Pierre, and the sight of it under the early morning sun almost took his breath away. The tall houses rising above the wharfs and the long line of the harbour wall, up and up, one behind the other, climbing the steep hillside, seemed to have absorbed the colours of the morning into their very stone, so that Saint Pierre looked like a city built of gold and mother-of-pearl. The windows flashed in the sun and there was a flame of light burning in each ripple against the harbour wall. The masts and spars of ships were etched as delicately as the tracery of winter trees and there was no smoke as yet to mar the unearthly clarity of the scene. Ramparts of golden cloud, built up behind and around the furthest climbing roofs of the town, were like a second city in the sky; one could hardly tell where the earthly one ended and the heavenly began. But both of them were reflected in the water of the harbour, and reality and reflection together made up a perfect circle, a habitable globe in miniature, the city of man completely encircled by the city of God, the flawless shining thing of which God dreamed when He made the world.


They stopped, rocking gently, and now that their oars were still in the rowlocks they would hear the thunder of the sea outside the harbour bar and the mewing of the great gulls who were circling all about them.


“It will never be the same again,” said Marianne at last, when the little immature vessels that were their spirits had taken their fill and were brimming over because they could hold no more, and she spoke bitterly because of the immensity of her thirst that could not be slaked by that tiny draught. “We’ll long to see it again, so as to see it better, but we never shall. And we’ll try to remember it just as it was, and we shan’t even do that.”


“We’ll remember something,” said William stoutly. “I will, anyway. And I won’t forget to-day, Marianne, though I live to be eighty.”


“And I won’t either,” said Marianne.


“Come on,” said William.


Marianne roused herself and once more their oars dipped into the water, and the bright drops dripped from the blades, and Marianne glanced over her shoulder now and then and smiled a little, but William, bright-eyed and crimson-cheeked with excitement though he was, did not look.
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“Now!” said Marianne softly. And they ceased rowing and William looked up.


They were right under her stern, beneath the Red Ensign of the Merchant Service, and high above their heads there fluttered her house flag of emerald green. The water, a little agitated by the wild sea running high beyond the harbour, was slapping against her hull with that indescribable sound, not particularly beautiful but cool, vigorous, full of camaraderie, that together with the crying of the gulls, not particularly beautiful either, haunts lovers of ships and the sea until the day they die. That hull was a deep green in colour, barnacled, and the seas that had washed it had left upon it strange encrustations that were not of this sea. Their enthralled eyes followed the mighty sweep of it up to the taffrail with its shining brass-work, the poop, and then up and up to the dazzling intricacy of spars and towering masts. Slowly, oars resting on the water, they drifted the length of her until they were beneath her figurehead, and lo and behold it was a green dolphin, a boisterous light-hearted dolphin with a frisking tail, a wide laughing mouth and merry eyes like those of the dolphin on the signboard at the inn. Only this was an even grander dolphin. It was almost life-size, and so realistically carved that it seemed just about to roll merrily over and expose its flashing belly to the sun.


“The top o’ the mornin’ to you, an’ what may you be doin’?” boomed out a great voice like a muffled foghorn.


William and Marianne removed their fascinated eyes from the dolphin and raised them to the figure leaning over the bulwarks, far up over their heads, so far up that they had to shield their eyes from the sun to see him clearly. They saw a large round red face, clean-shaven, with a bulbous nose, an enormous mouth without any teeth in it, and little snapping bright eyes nearly lost to sight beneath huge penthouses of bushy grey eyebrows, the whole surmounted by an old-fashioned periwig such as people did not wear nowadays, twisted sideways with the queue jutting out over the left ear. A dressing-gown of blinding cerise, with a pattern of yellow sunflowers on it, clothed the immense broad shoulders below the face, and two hands, mahogany coloured and the size of small hams, were laid upon the bulwarks over which the giant leaned. No answer being forthcoming from the two astonished faces turned up to his, he fumbled in the pocket of his dressing-gown, produced a huge set of white china teeth, fitted them in and spoke again, more clearly this time but with no less resonance.


“Bedad, an’ what may you be doin’, wakin’ me out of the first sleep I was after havin’ for a week, eh? Can ye tell me that now, eh?”


His “ehs” went off like gun shots and were most alarming, but Marianne nevertheless found her voice and answered him with considerable spirit.


“We can’t have woken you up, sir,” she said. “We haven’t made a sound.”


“Then what the divil did wake me, eh? Sittin’ me up in me bunk as sudden as a jack-in-the-box.”


“Perhaps the sun woke you, sir,” suggested Marianne politely. “It’s very bright this morning.”


The giant straightened himself, shaded his eyes and looked at the flashing water of the harbour and the little town of Saint Pierre beyond it, built up so bright and fair against the golden city of the clouds behind, and he grunted softly. “Pretty little place,” he conceded. “Nice little hole.”


“It’s one of the largest islands in the archipelago,” flashed Marianne indignantly.


“An archipelago, is it?” enquired the giant genially, and hitching up his dressing-gown he turned himself about so that he could look out beyond the harbour bar to where other little islands could be faintly seen above the blown spume of the waves. “An archipelago!” he repeated with mock impressiveness. “Them little fleabites!”


“You have been glad to seek shelter from the storm here, sir,” William reminded him.


The giant turned back to the children and grinned. “Faith, you’re right,” he said heartily. “Divil of a storm it was too. Drove me right off me course, an’ me bound, would you believe it, for the port of Bristol. You two of the natives, eh? Frenchies? Hottentots?”


“Normans,” said Marianne with dignity. “These islands belonged to William of Normandy. He conquered England. We conquered England. It belongs to us.”


“Begod!” said the giant.


He leaned upon the bulwarks and contemplated the two. He liked young things. The girl, though a plain piece, had style about her, a regular little green enchantress she was, and the boy—begod, but that was a fine boy, with a fine head of carrots on him and a merry eye. He was in a genial mood. He had brought a valuable cargo safely from the other side of the world and was expecting much profit from the same, he had been in peril of death a score of times and had escaped; and not the least of his escapes had been the one at nightfall last evening, when he had got safely into harbour instead of wrecking himself on one of the hideous reefs of rocks that guarded these microscopic little islands. His luck had been in this voyage, and he liked this ending to it with two green-clad children from a golden town straight out of a fairy tale paddling about in the dawn over the bright waters of the neatest little harbour he’d ever set eyes on.


“Captain Luke O’Hara, at your service,” he boomed at them suddenly. “Come aboard the Green Dolphin and have a bite of breakfast.”


“Thank you, sir,” said William. “As it happens, we come from Green Dolphin Street.”


“Thank you, sir,” said Marianne, and shipped her oar. She didn’t wonder what Mamma would say. She had forgotten Mamma. She had forgotten Le Paradis. She had left her prudishness behind her when she entered Pipet Lane. She was in a new world. She was alive and happy.


“Nathaniel!” roared Captain O’Hara. “Nat! Come here, ye divil! Come here, ye son of—begorra, there ye are.”


His roar subsided suddenly as a little man with the face of a wizened monkey, with gold rings in his ears and a bare chest tattooed all over with mermaids, hearts pierced through with arrows, anchors, a ship in full sail, and a good many other things that one would not have expected the human chest to have room for, popped up suddenly beside him, reaching little higher than his captain’s elbow, and cocked an astonished eye; the other was made of round green glass, about as like an eye as the white china milestones in Captain O’Hara’s mouth were like teeth, and from it a terrible red scar ran down one side of his face into his neck. Indeed the whole of that side of his face was dreadful to look at. The ear was gone and it looked as though the jaw upon that side had been smashed and had not mended very well.


“Get ’em aboard,” said Captain O’Hara. “Put ’em in my cabin. Tell that lazy scoundrel of a cook to get the galley fire goin’, an’ look sharp with breakfast.” And he rolled away to complete his toilet.


Nat flung them a rope to make the boat fast and lowered a rope ladder over the side. Marianne got on to it with skill and mounted with nimble ease, but William had more difficulty, owing to the way in which the Green Dolphin and the rowing boat decided to part company every time he endeavoured to transfer himself from one to the other. But he did it at last and Nat’s great long hairy arm shot out as he mounted towards the bulwarks, gripped him in the small of the back and heaved him over as though he had been of no more weight than a puppy.


When one stood beside him one saw that Nat was immensely strong. It was only his face and his little short bow legs that were wizened; his chest and shoulders were broad and strong, and his arms and his huge hands were muscular and brawny. He wore a filthy scarlet night-cap on his bald head and his clothes were in rags after the voyage. His one eye was rheumy and sad and he had the most dreadful collection of rotting stumps of teeth in his gums that William had ever set eyes on, stained by the tobacco he was chewing. He did not speak at all, just chewed and spat, chewed and spat with the regularity of a swinging pendulum. He was a horrid sight to look at, and his person, as William rested against it in rolling over the bulwarks, was most noisome. Yet with the first clutch of that scrawny hand in the small of his back, the first glance of the sad little eye into his own, William liked Nat.


Whether Nat liked William there was no knowing, but he set him down upon the deck with surprising gentleness, spat an extra long squirt of tobacco juice into the exact centre of a carefully chosen ripple in the harbour, and led them along to the companion way. As he walked it was noticeable that though he moved with speed he dragged one leg painfully after him, like some sort of a grotesque bird with a broken wing. What had been done to him, Marianne wondered, that he had that eye gone, and that scar, and that dragging leg? Evidently life was not all joy in the Merchant Service. A sudden cold breath blew from the sea, making her skirts balloon about her, and she shivered as she pressed them back into place.


But glorious excitement gripped her again as they went down the companion ladder to the Captain’s cabin. “Sit ye down an’ make yourselves at home. Look alive with that breakfast, Nat,” Captain O’Hara bellowed from behind a ballooning curtain, where sounds as of an elephant coming into collision with a hippopotamus in a restricted space suggested that his toilet was nearing completion.


Nat, with the gentle pressure of a hairy hand upon each of their chests, sat them down upon a narrow bench running the length of a bulkhead, spat through a scuttle and left them. They looked about them entranced. It was a tiny place to be the cabin of so great a personage as the captain of a clipper, but then, as Marianne informed William in a whisper, all available space had to be for the cargo. Yet if tiny it was packed with an astonishing number of objects of interest. The curtain that hid the captain’s sleeping place was of Chinese embroidery, richly encrusted with amazing golden dragons with ribald faces and scarlet tongues. The heavy table of East Indian teak before the bench where they sat had had initials carved all over the top, and the great chair upon the other side of it was most richly carved with sea creatures of every sort and kind, whales and sea-serpents and mermaids and flying fish and dolphins and crabs all mixed up together with such a glorious disregard of likelihood that the very audacity of it made the foregathering seem quite probable. But even this chair was outdone by the things that hung upon the bulkheads. There was quite a collection of weapons; an old Austrian wheel-lock, a tomahawk, a bow and arrows, muskets, pikes and daggers. There was the jawbone of a shark, a stuffed baby crocodile, the skin and awful tentacles of an octopus stretched across the ceiling, and three strange brown objects, about the size of a man’s head, with what looked like tattoo marks all over them, that were perhaps coconuts. These things covered every available inch of space so that the children, sitting on the bench, dared not move or lean back for fear the shark should bite them, the octopus reach down and wrap its terrible tentacles round them, or musket balls be discharged into their backs from behind. For none of the things in this cabin seemed inanimate. The ribald dragons, swaying backwards and forwards with the catastrophic heavings of Captain O’Hara behind them, seemed about to leap forward at any moment, and the reflection of the sun upon the water, passing in ripples of light over the bulkheads and ceiling, made everything upon them seem alive … Especially those strange brown tattooed objects about the size of a man’s head.


“But they are men’s heads!” gasped Marianne in horror. “William, William, look! You can see the teeth, and the closed eyes—and—and—oh!”


She was interrupted by the simultaneous entry of Captain O’Hara from behind the dragons and Nat with a huge coffee-pot and an immense steaming dish of bacon and eggs.


“That’s the style, my hearties,” cried Captain O’Hara, flinging himself into the great chair opposite the children with no regard at all for the feelings of the mermaids who formed the seat of it. “Up with your knives and forks. More power to your elbow. Begod, bacon and eggs! Where did ye get them bacon and eggs, Nat?”


For the first time in the children’s acquaintance with him Nat essayed to speak, but the strange stuttering noises that came from his mouth were incomprehensible to them. Captain O’Hara, however, seemed to understand. “Went ashore last night? Got ’em off the natives? It’s meself that’s proud of you, Nat. Good for the archipelago.” He paused to place an entire egg within his capacious mouth. “Begod, it’s good,” he declared, munching with appreciation. “After all those months of that darned salt beef and rootie I tell you these eggs are darn good. Faith, Nat, what’s the good of six eggs to the present company? Only a couple apiece. Look lively! Fetch ’em along!”


Nat dragged himself out of the cabin and as he went his mouth took on a painful sort of twist that was yet somehow recognizable as a human smile.


“Pleased to see me enjoyin’ me vittles,” explained Captain O’Hara. “Good old fellow, Nat. He an’ me have been shipmates since boyhood. Where I go he goes. Keeps the young uns in order for me finely. Grand hand with a cat-o’-nine-tails.”


Nat came and went with more eggs, more rashers, more milk and coffee and cream and sugar, and pieces of toast of the size and consistency of paving stones. He moved deftly, in spite of his dragging leg, and his great hairy hands never spilt anything. Marianne noticed that that parody of a smile twisted his lips several times as he watched his captain eat. And now and then he smiled at her and William, and both of them returned the smile. Marianne, as well as William, was beginning to like Nat. For some reason or other he made her feel extraordinarily gentle, a sensation to which she was not accustomed, but which she found pleasant.


“What has happened to him?” she asked Captain O’Hara, when the door seemed to have closed behind Nat for the last time.


“Happened to him? Happened to Nat?” asked Captain O’Hara in surprise, sitting back in his chair and investigating with a large forefinger some little maladjustment of his white china teeth. “A good deal happens to a man in a seafarin’ life, me dear. Damn these teeth! I bought ’em off a Frenchman in Hong Kong. They’re all the rage in Paris, so the fellow told me, but they’re about as much use to me as a sick headache. No grip, if ye understand me, no grip at all.”


“I mean, did he meet with an accident?” asked Marianne, pursuing the subject of Nat.


Captain O’Hara gave up the struggle, took out his teeth and pocketed them. “Several, me dear,” he said, with decreased effectiveness of articulation. “Men do, who take to the sea. He smashed that leg of his fallin’ out o’ the riggin’ in a gale off Cape Horn. Smashed his jaw too, an’ I set it meself, and made none too good a job of it either, though you can make out what the old fellow’s a jawin’ of if you give your mind to it. As for the ruination of old Nat’s beauty—well—I avenged that good an’ proper.” And Captain O’Hara jerked his thumb towards the three coconut things hanging on the bulkhead to his right.


The children gazed at him.


“Heads,” said Captain O’Hara. “Tattooed cannibals’ heads. The natives in New Zealand do a brisk export trade with ’em an’ they fetch a pretty price all over Europe. Catch your enemy, ye know, tattoo his head, cut it off, eat the rest, sell the head to the white traders. A nice brisk little trade, bedad. But ye must be careful to tattoo the head while still livin’ or the lines don’t last, an’ ye must be careful as the fellow don’t make off into the woods with his own head while ye’re lookin’ about ye for the knife to cut it off with, or there’ll be all your time an’ trouble an’ artistry wasted. I’ve bought a number of cannibals’ heads an’ got a good price for ’em. It’s twenty pounds a piece, ye know, for a good head. But I ain’t sellin’ those three. No, begod. I had ’em in revenge for poor old Nat’s eye an’ ear, an’ it warms the cockles of his heart to see ’em there, God bless him.”


The children continued to stare in fascinated horror. They had all three finished their breakfast now and Captain O’Hara inserted his teeth again, pulled out a great black pipe with a curved stem, filled it, lit it, puffed out clouds of blue smoke, and settled back in his chair to continue the story.


“It was six years back,” he said, “an’ I sailed for North Island from Australia for a cargo of timber that a fellow called Timothy Haslam an’ his lumbermen were after fellin’ in the forests. A great fellow, Timothy. There was nothin’ he didn’t know about a piece of wood. He could run his thumb over a bit of an old chair leg picked up in the gutter, tell you what wood it was, how old it was, just by the feel of the thing. An’ there was nothin’ he couldn’t make out of a piece of wood. He made this chair I’m settin’ on, carved it himself, begorra. An’ he’d smell out good wood a thousand miles away an’ sail straight for it. He’d smelled the New Zealand pines, the kauri trees, in a pub in Sydney, so he told me, an’ I believed it, an’ he sailed straight for ’em with his gang of lumbermen, ex-convicts, deserters an’ the like, leavin’ me to come after at a date fixed, an’ fetch away the wood to Tilbury. A good price ye can get for New Zealand pine. There’s no wood like it. Beautiful those forests are, with a grand scent to ’em under a hot sun an’ a grand shade under ’em too, with the tops of the trees a swayin’ in the wind a hundred and forty feet above your head, an’ the ferns below ’em reachin’ above your shoulders. Ah, they stretch for miles, those forests, over the plains an’ over the hills, on an’ on till they meet the great mountains with the snow on their crests, an’ then a few o’ them pine trees will go climbin’ up into the snows an’ stand with their heads in the clouds as pretty as you please … Begorra, but it’s a grand land, with always a wind blowin’, the mountains that clear an’ fresh lookin’ you’d think almighty God had carved ’em out of jade an’ amber only yesterday. A man can breathe there. A man can breathe.”


He paused, smoking ruminatively, and looked out of the scuttle at the bright but restricted waters of the harbour, lost in a dream.


“You were going to tell us about poor Nat,” said Marianne.


Captain O’Hara recalled himself to his story. “So I was, me dear. Well, I was captain of the Bluebell in those days, a tidy little craft but not the equal of this beauty, and Nat he was Bosun. Well, we anchored in the Bay of Plenty at the time appointed to wait for Timothy an’ his men, an’ they not bein’ to time we went ashore, an’ Nat an’ the crew hobnobbed with the dirty whalers an’ I hobnobbed with the missionary fellows. Not that I’m one for religion, me dear, but I took off me hat to those fellows. Brave chaps, they were, riskin’ their lives night an’ day to bring the heathen to see the error of their ways. Well, as I was sayin’, we waited for that timber, an’ we waited, an’ still we waited, till, begod, I got that sick an’ tired of waitin’ that I took Nat an’ the first mate an’ a store of provisions an’ I went off into the forest to see what they were after. Ah, but that was a grand journey. The pohoutakawa trees were in bloom, ye see, all over crimson flowers they were, an’ the birds were singin’ like a chime of bells, an’ the stars at night so big an’ silver bright they might every one of ’em have been a moon.”


Again he paused, his eyes on the bright sea beyond the scuttle, the tobacco smoke curling in wreaths about his head. It was perhaps the tone of his voice, even more than what he said, that painted for William and Marianne that far-away land of giant pine trees and snowcapped mountains, birds who sang like chimes of bells and shining silver stars as big as moons. Something very odd was happening to William. His cheeks were on fire and his eyes were like lamps. He was breathing the air of the spiritual country where he belonged, a free and rollicking country where green dolphins sported in the clear water and the great winds moved at will through the deep woods. He had breathed that air when he first came to happy Green Dolphin Street, though he had hardly known then what he did, but now, as he listened to tales of that country where a man could breathe, he knew he was at home. That country of his was not in one part of the world more than another, it was wherever there were freedom and laughter and good comradeship, wherever the doors were flung wide in welcome to whoever cared to enter, and men lay down alone among their enemies with no weapon in their hands, and slept well.


Marianne was in an odd mood too. Her hands were clenched on her lap and her hungry eyes never left Captain O’Hara’s face. The world was so vast and beautiful and terrible, full of marvels and adventures. If you were a man you could see and experience only a little of it before you died, but you could hope to see and feel a little, but if you were a woman you would have little chance of ever leaving the tiny island where you had been born … Unless with cunning and contriving you spun the web of your own life to your own wish, playing the part of good fairy to yourself … Why not? It was no good waiting on fortune. Her favour was inscrutable and uncertain. What one wanted one must get for oneself. A man could use his will like a sword but a woman had mostly to use hers like a shuttle. Marianne’s cheeks, too, were on fire and her eyes like lamps. Only in those moments of vivid experience that made her come alive was she at home in her own country. She was avid of experience, always wanting to explore a little further, to see over the crest of the hill. And she would see. She would spin her web like an enchantress to get the colours that she wanted. She adored making things. Love, beauty, adventure, passion, danger, even agony, they were all fine colours and she would have them all.


“Well, we stopped one night at a clearin’ beside a stream,” said Captain O’Hara. “A pretty place it was, with poporo berries growin’ about it as pretty as a picture, an’ the stream so clear you could see every pebble at the bottom of it, red an’ blue an’ green like jewels. An’ there were wooden huts in the clearin’, with a palisade built round ’em, so we guessed we’d come to the lumbermen’s camp. But there weren’t no sign of Timothy, nor of his men, nor of the horses an’ wagons he’d taken out to load the timber on, an’ there was nothin’ in the huts but an old tin mug an’ a lot of bloodstains spattered on the walls, so we guessed the heathen had taken exception to the fellin’ of the trees an’ that Timothy an’ all his men were in the pot.”


“What did you do?” asked the spellbound William.


“Do? We slept there that night—leastways we lay down an’ rested a bit, an’ thought about them bloodstains an’ poor Timothy—an’ next day we followed the trail on into the forest, an’ we found the timber stacked, masses of it, beautiful wood, but we didn’t see the heathen, nor the wagons nor nothin’, not so much as a bone, nor a bit of shoe leather that might have been tough eatin’—nothin’ at all. So we lay down that night an’ we slept beside the timber. An’ we did sleep, too, for there were no bloodstains on that timber an’ we felt more aisy in our minds.”


“Yes?” asked Marianne breathlessly.


“Begod, me dear, I woke up sudden, all of a tremble, an’ I lay listenin’, but there was no sound at all, not a leaf stirrin’, not a bird squawkin’, nothin’ but the great huge silence that ye get in them savage countries, where no man knows what’s over the hill or round the bend of the stream. Yet somethin’ must have wakened me surely, I thought, an’ I lay listenin’, an’ then I heard it, just a tiny sharp sound, a twig snappin’. But still I lay an’ listened, for I thought maybe it was just a wild beast stirrin’. Ignorant, I was. I didn’t know that ye must never lay an’ listen when a twig snaps in the forest—ye should be up an’ doin’ with your musket ready. Well, it seemed to happen all in a moment. One minute there’d been silence in the forest, an’ the next there was yells an’ curses an’ scores o’ dark men leapin’ over the stacked timber, swingin’ clubs over their heads, an’ one with a knife it’s my belief he’d pinched off Timothy. Well, I didn’t have no time to think before the fellow with the knife was all but on me. All but, I say, for Nat got there first. But he lost his footin’ someway an’ fell on top of me, an’ it was Nat got the knife, not me. Poor old Nat! He bled like a pig. There was his ear gone, an’ his eye that injured it had to be took out later. He’d never been no beauty, Nat hadn’t, but after that, begorra, he was enough to terrify the crows with, poor old fellow.”


“How did you get away, sir?” asked William.


“Well, the first mate he was more slippy than what I had been. He upped with his musket an’ fired, an’ yelled like as he’d been twenty men an’ not one, an’ the heathen made off into the forest again. In those days they were terrified of firearms; I always say it takes a Christian to understand murderin’ with a rifle. But three of ’em were left behind, kickin’ on the ground, an’ when we’d finished ’em off we cut off their heads an’ carried ’em back to the Bay of Plenty an’ had ’em properly seen to, so’s they shouldn’t rot, an’ tattooed.”


“And the timber, sir?” asked William eagerly. Manlike, he was less concerned with what had happened to Nat than what had happened to the timber that had been the purpose of it all.


“Oh, we fetched it,” said Captain O’Hara. “We left Nat with the missionary fellows an’ started off again with more wagons an’ a gang of whalers an’ ex-convicts who’d escaped from Australia. We thought maybe the convicts would murder us this time, but they thought better of it, an’ we took the timber to Sydney an’ delivered it to the timber merchant on the very day Timothy had promised it to him. An’ then we sailed to China with a cargo of sealskins, an’ I bought that curtain there with the dragons on it, an’ then we sailed to the Old Country again with a cargo of tea.”


“And what’s your cargo now, please, sir?” asked William.


“I’ve a mixed cargo this time, son, Ginger in jars with blue flowers on ’em, an’ bales of silk, an’ spices of all sorts. I’m from the China seas again.”


“An’ you’ve never been back to New Zealand?” asked Marianne.


“No, me dear. But, begod, I’ll be back one day. There’s a country for you! A grand country, surely. A regular gold mine, with the timber, an’ the flax, an’ the whalin’, an’ the seal-fishin’, an’ grand pasture land between the forests. An’ all undiscovered country, all virgin soil. An’ it don’t belong to no one. It’s just a happy huntin’ ground for runaway convicts, an’ cannibals an’ sealers an’ missionaries an’ such-like flotsam an’ jetsam.”


“It ought to belong to Us,” said William, and his cheeks were still on fire.


“Give us time, son,” said the old man. “Give us time an’ we’ll get the world, what God Almighty made for the Irish an’ the English an’ the Channel Islanders, an’ not for dirty niggers that you couldn’t get white however much you washed ’em. We’re gettin’ on. We’re gulpin’ away at India an’ Australia now, an’ throwin’ up North America what we never digested proper from bein’ in too much of a hurry to get it down.” He twinkled at William. “In another ten years, son, when you’re a man, it’ll be time enough to take a good bite at New Zealand. We’re nibblin’ at it now, ye know, nibblin’ away at the edges.”


“Sir, may I sail with you to New Zealand in ten years’ time?” asked William eagerly.


Captain O’Hara laughed. “We’ll see, son. We’ll see. But ye need to be tough for a seafarin’ life, above all for the Merchant Service. Ay, ye need to be tough, damn tough, as tough as me an’ Nat.”


His keen, twinkling little eyes rested upon the beautiful boy on the other side of the table. There was tender, regretful affection in them, for he had never had a son, but there was also, perhaps, a shadow of doubt, and Marianne’s spirit leaped up like a tigress in defence of her young.


“William’s tough!” she cried. “All that you’ve done William will do, and more, when he’s a man!”


Resolve flared up in her. William should succeed in life. He should be a strong successful man like Captain O’Hara. At whatever cost she would make a good job of William, or her name was not Marianne Le Patourel. It was not only for herself that she would be an enchantress spinning a web. Her face was suddenly soft and rosy, like that of a mother who is feeding her child. She thought she had discovered what she had been made for, and she was happy.


“An’ now ye’d best be gettin’ home,” said Captain O’Hara. “Ye’ve respectable homes, I can see by the look of you, an’ there’ll be the divil an’ all to pay if ye’re not in ’em in an hour or so.”


He walked to the curtain of golden dragons, pulled it back and disclosed his curtained bunk and an old battered sea chest. He lifted the lid of the chest, rummaged in it and took out two packages. Then he cleared the breakfast things on to the floor, laid the packages on top of the teak table and opened them. One was an exquisite little carved box containing a pair of beautifully shaped earrings of green stone, and the other was a knife with a carved handle and a carved wooden case to protect it. The carving on both box and knife was simple but lovely, with curves and arabesques beautifully interlaced.


“From New Zealand,” said Captain O’Hara. “You wouldn’t think murderin’ heathen could do work like that, would you? But ye don’t need virtue to be an artist, seemingly.” He handed the box with the earrings to Marianne. “Take a look at ’em, me dear. They’re made of a stone called tangiwai. Green’s your colour, I see. The Maoris use a knife like that, son, for cutting up fish and human flesh. You feel that edge. Men find a knife like that comes in handy.”


They held the treasures on their hands and for a moment they were speechless. William felt the keen edge of the knife with a cautious forefinger while he held the handle in his other hand. The rough carved surface of it fitted well into the palm and helped one to get a good grip. Right on the other side of the world, thousands of miles away, the brown hand of a cannibal had held this knife. A thrill went through him, half pleasant, half horrible, as though the brown hand were holding his across the world, dragging at him, pulling, compelling.


Lying in the palm of her hand the beautiful green earrings lay and looked at Marianne. They were a clear, almost transparent green, with beautiful markings in them like ferns and fishes. Gazing at them Marianne though there would be nothing you could not see in them if you wanted to. You would be able to see visions in them, as fortune-tellers do in crystals. Yes, they were her favourite colour, elfin-green, the green of a curving wave on a grey day, undismayed though the sky is clouded, a brave colour; not the sort of exciting brave colour that scarlet is, flashing and flaming and soon burnt out, but cool and keen, quiet, the colour that even in mid-winter is never quite banished from the earth and that shows first through the melting snow, the best and most tenacious colour in the whole world. Her brown fingers closed over the treasures and her black eyes looked straight into Captain O’Hara’s. “I’ll have my ears pierced this morning,” she said with finality.


The old man chuckled with appreciation. Not to-morrow, not next week, but this morning. It would hurt, but she wouldn’t care. A plain piece, but plucky, and she knew her mind. That was a possessive, determined look she’d given him! Few women could meet a man’s eyes with as direct a glance as that. Mostly they hid what they were after with veiled coquettish glances, as though they were ashamed of it. This girl would never be ashamed of going straight for what she wanted. She was after those earrings, and she’d said so with that look.


“But, sir, are these for us?” gasped William.


“If you want ’em, son.”


“But you don’t know us!” cried William.


“You’re the first of me own sort I’ve set eyes on for many a long dreary week, son,” explained Captain O’Hara. “An’ it was a pretty sight ye were, surely, rockin’ there on the waters of your harbour, with your pretty town in the sunshine behind ye, an’ it was good rest an’ shelter I had in this harbour of yours, this night that’s past. It’s grateful I am an’ I’ll not forget ye, an’ you’ll not forget me, for it’s a grand yarn we’ve had together. Now here’s me jack-knife. Sit ye down an’ carve your initials on me old teak table. There’s never a friend of mine but I have his initials on me table. Sit ye down now.”


They did as he asked and it amused him mightily that Marianne needed no assistance but wielded his big jack-knife with a greater skill than William did.


“No, ye won’t forget me, nor me you,” Captain O’Hara announced in stentorian tones as they went up the companion ladder together. “There’s much that goes to the makin’ of a man or woman into somethin’ better than a brute beast, but there’s three things in chief, an’ them three are the places where life sets us down, an’ the folk life knocks us up against an’—what damn fool left this bucket here, right across the companion way, to trip me up like a drunken tinker on me own deck? Nat! Nathaniel! Nat, ye old divil, who put this bloody bucket—”


Nat popped up at his elbow and quickly removed it.


“What’s the third thing, sir?” asked Marianne, to distract his wrathful attention. “The things we own?”


“Ah, you’ve an acquisitive nature, you have,” chuckled Captain O’Hara. “No, me dear, not the things ye get but the things ye don’t get. Ah, you’ll learn, you’ll learn!”


They were at the rope ladder now and Nat was waiting in the boat below to help them down. Captain O’Hara seized them like small puppies, first one and then the other, and swung them over the bulwarks. The powerful grip of his hands was the last experience they had of him, for when they were in their boat again, and looked up, he had gone. But Nat, after he had climbed back on deck, lingered a moment as they rowed away, and they saw his lips twisting as he essayed to smile.


“Good-bye, Nat!” they called. “Good-bye, Green Dolphin! Good-bye! Good-bye!”


As they rowed home their backs were to Saint Pierre and their faces to the clipper. To the last they could see the glorious shape of her, the long lovely lines, the masts and spars against the sky. Marianne caught her breath and then folded her lips on something that was rather like a sob. Oh, to be aboard her when she went to sea again! To feel the great lift of the ship as the sea took her and see the sails blossoming like flowers upon the masts.


“I shall be a sailor,” said William suddenly from behind her. Though she could not see it his face was as soft and pink as hers had been when in Captain O’Hara’s cabin she had discovered why she had been born. “Papa said it would be a pity to waste my steady stomach on a shore job. But I shan’t take my wife to sea as some men do.”


“She might make you take her,” said Marianne darkly.


“Not if I was in the Royal Navy,” said William.


“You’re going into the Merchant Service,” said Marianne, and her voice was as rasping and dry as a grasshopper’s.


William, a peaceable creature, did not argue the point, especially as the keel of the boat was now grating upon the cobbles beneath the archway of Pipet Lane. He tied the painter to its iron ring, jumped out into the shallow water, seized Marianne in his arms and carried her, staggering and chuckling with glee, to dry land.


“That was a better way than the plank,” he said. “You nearly fell off the plank. You’re not a bit heavy, Marianne. I can carry you easily.”


The tears suddenly rushed into Marianne’s eyes as she looked at the beautiful flushed face so close to hers. At that moment she loved him neither as tool for her purpose nor as satisfaction for her longings, but simply because he was William.


“And what the devil are you two doing here?”


They looked round, and there was Dr. Ozanne coming out of one of the old tumbledown houses. Pipet Lane was not so attractive now. People were stirring. Raucous voices sounded from within the doors, hungry dogs were nosing about in some garbage. And Dr. Ozanne was not at his most attractive either. He had had an appalling night of it delivering a poor woman of a lusty man-child, and he was unshaven and haggard. Yet there was a certain light in his eyes that William recognised as a sign that life, not death, had been the outcome of his father’s activities. It usually was with Dr. Ozanne. That was one reason why the poor loved him. He had continued the struggle last night when another doctor might have abandoned it, thinking the life of one waif more or less no great matter upon the teeming earth. But that was not Dr. Ozanne’s way. Life was life, precious and divine, to be saved at all costs, and the saving of it was what he lived for.


But he was exhausted, and much irritated to find Marianne and William in such a place as Pipet Lane.


“I’ve a good mind to thrash you, William,” he said angrily to his son. “What do you mean by bringing Marianne to a place like this? You know perfectly well that this is a bad quarter of the town. And you, Marianne, you’re older than William, you know as well as I do that such junketings early in the morning are unseemly. By gad, you both deserve a thrashing! Take my arm, Marianne, and try to behave like a lady. Look at your skirt! Sopped with sea water! Get along with you, William. Pull your trousers down. You’re not fit to be seen … And you’ll be less of a beauty than ever when you’ve had that thrashing that’s coming to you.”


But William was not abashed. His father’s threats of thrashing never materialised. He scurried along up Pipet Lane ahead of his father and Marianne, hopping and jumping over the cobbles like the child that he still was at heart. “I’m going to be a sailor!” he sang. “I’m going to be a sailor and sail all round the world.”


“In the Merchant Service,” said Marianne.


But Dr. Ozanne unexpectedly sided with his son. “Merchant Service be damned,” he said angrily. “What would his poor mother say? If it’s a sailor he’s to be his mother’s son shall go in the Royal Navy … If I can afford it.”




CHAPTER THREE


1


The next evening, after six o’clock dinner, Marianne in her maroon dress stood at the schoolroom window twisting two little gold rings round and round in her pierced ears. They must be kept continually on the move, keeping the holes open, until the sore places had healed. She made a wry face as she turned them, not because it hurt but because her memories of the last two days were not pleasant. It had been late when she got home yesterday morning and she had had the worst row with her parents that she had ever had … And little Marguerite had been stricken to the heart, and with reason, at having been left out of the morning’s adventure. She should have been awakened and taken too, she had said, and her reproachful sobs had been harder to bear than the parents’ scolding … Altogether yesterday had been a vile day, and as her request to be taken to the jeweller’s to have her ears pierced had been brusquely refused she had had to pierce them herself with her mother’s hatpin; a nasty, messy business. Confronted with bleeding ears and a fait accompli Sophie had relented sufficiently to produce the little gold rings, but she had not spoken to her erring daughter, and though to-day things had been pleasanter Marianne had nevertheless withdrawn into solitude once dinner was over.


But the escapade had been a thousand times worth it, and from the parlour window one could only see the garden, while from up here one could see the harbour and the Green Dolphin. It was a perfect autumn evening, blue and crisp and lovely. The gale had not risen again and the sea had moderated.


Suddenly her hands dropped from her ears, she gave a cry of delight, opened the window wide and leaned out. The Green Dolphin was moving. The wind was favourable and she was bound for the port of Bristol.


And Marianne’s spirit was with her as she went. She hung out of the window and watched till her eyes ached, her pulses leaping as one sail after another blossomed like flowers on the masts. Ah, but she was lovely, that ship, the loveliest thing in all the world! And now she was running swiftly before the wind, a wake of white foam behind her. She was like a bird now, like a speeding gull, her wings alight in the sunlight, alive from prow to stern, in every fibre of her, a creature spun out of sun and air, free and indestructible, the spirit of the sea.


Marianne watched for a long while, yet it seemed but a moment. Now the clipper was hull down over the horizon, and now, like petals falling, her sails dropped one by one from sight. A mast-tip gleamed in the sunlight and then she was gone, a dream, an immortal memory, the loveliest that earth could give.


Marianne found that she was sobbing almost hysterically. She was tired after all the excitements and agitations of the last two days; and because she was a woman it might never be her lot to sail over the rim of the world in a sailing ship. William would. William was a man and was to be a sailor if his father could afford it.


Her sobs stopped abruptly. “If I can afford it.” She could hear Dr. Ozanne’s angry voice saying the words as he had said them yesterday in Pipet Lane. Unless his practice improved he would certainly not be able to afford it, and Marianne was shrewd enough to know that Dr. Ozanne’s practice was not going to improve. She was also shrewd enough to know that he would never compromise with the Merchant Service for William. He had got the idea into his head that for his wife’s son it must be the Navy or nothing, and with the obstinacy of his weakness he would cling to the idea like a limpet to its rock. And his laziness, combined with his pride, would prevent him from searching for some other man who would be able to do for William what he could not do himself … Why, he had not even yet bestirred himself to send William to school, though there was a good boys’ school on the Island … And William was as bad. William, however much he longed for anything, would be far too indolent to set to work and encompass it for himself. No, it was she who must win his heart’s desire for him, she who must make life for him and through him find life herself. And there was no time to waste, either. If William was going into the Navy he must go now. He was the right age. Later on he would be too old.


When Marianne decided to do anything she was in an agony unless she could do it at that very moment. Luckily at this moment she was free as air, free as a bird. She sped to her room, seized her green cloak, flung it round her and ran down the stairs, through the garden and down Green Dolphin Street to the Ozannes’ door. It stood wide open, and in the little waiting-room to the right of the passage, that opened into the doctor’s surgery, a row of patients still sat on the hard bench. Evidently the evening surgery hour had stretched long past its appointed limit and the doctor had not yet had his dinner. Marianne hesitated, then slipped in and sat down quietly at the end of the bench. After all, I’ve come on business, she thought, the most important business in the whole world, William’s future.


It was very quiet in the little room with its bare scrubbed floor and whitewashed walls and gay check curtains of red and blue. The evening light filled it and one could hear the sea. The waiting patients spoke to each other in low murmurs. They were poor folk, heavy with weariness at the end of a hard day, anxious, burdened with their pain. There was a very old countrywoman bent almost double with infirmity, with knotted hands that one would have thought must be almost useless to her; yet the white frills inside her best black poke bonnet were beautifully goffered, her apron was snow-white, and the little scarlet cross-over shawl that she wore over the bodice of her voluminous black dress was bright and gay. She had a beautiful merry old face with unquenchable vitality in the dark eyes. By her side sat a little pop-eyed granddaughter with a front tooth missing, who held a basket with three brown eggs in it very carefully upon her lap. It was a present for the doctor, Marianne guessed, probably the only payment they would be able to give him.


Next to the pop-eyed little granddaughter was a girl with a shawl slipping back from a small beautiful sleek gold head. She had a drained white face with half-moons of darkness beneath her flower-blue eyes, a child’s face that looked oddly out of keeping above her distorted swollen body. Marianne had never before seen a woman quite so near her hour as this one, for Sophie had taken very good care that she should not, and a flicker of fear went through her. So one looked like that, did one? And just how much did it hurt to have a baby? And how did one have a baby? Sophie belonged to a generation that gave to its daughters no explanation whatever of the very reason for their existence. Marianne was utterly ignorant, and sullen and angry at her ignorance, shamed somehow by the dignity of that girl and the proud carriage of her head. Though they were so near to each other in age a whole world of experience lay between them. Yet when they looked at each other Marianne did not drop her eyes before the unconscious patronage that was in the other’s glance. For she’d know too one day; she’d never acquiesce in ignorance of her own womanhood, in the lack of that pride and dignity, no, not whatever it cost, for there were things one was more afraid of being without with ease than possessing with pain. Another girl’s fear would have undergone a change at this point but Marianne’s died right out; for as yet her arrogance could entertain no doubts as to her ability to equal in experience a little girl out of the streets with a sleek gold head and flower-blue eyes. They smiled at each other, and suddenly there was neither patronage nor arrogance but a fusing of their youth and womanhood and a quick thrill of friendship.


Then their moment of intimacy was interrupted by the little boy with the swollen wrist who sat next to Marianne. He was a freckled dirty urchin of some seven years, afflicted with a running nose and no handkerchief and clothed in a tattered jersey that smelt strongly of fish, and he suddenly dissolved into tears. Normally Marianne would have taken no notice, for she was not fond of children as children, but the sight of the pregnant girl, and the quick thrill of friendship that she had felt for her, had quickened her own dormant maternity, and she put her arm round him and pulled him close to her, his fishy jersey pressed against her silk dress. “What is it?” she asked.


“He thinks he’s broken his wrist,” said the blue-eyed girl. “I say he’s just sprained it. That’s all it is. Une veine trésaillie. A sprain.”


“I slipped getting into the boat,” sobbed the small boy. “I slipped and fell down with my wrist underneath me.”


They spoke in their Island patois, that Marianne found rather difficult to follow, but she gathered that the little boy, alone among the waiting patients, was afraid of what lay beyond the surgery door.


“Dr. Ozanne is kind,” she said comfortingly. “And if it hurts you’ll enjoy fighting not to let him see how much. Fighting can be fun, you know; any sort of fighting.”


And then for a long time she sat silent, the small boy still held within her arm, while the old dame came out and went away and the young girl took her place in the surgery. Immense joy came to her from the small warm body pressed against hers. There seemed a hollow in her shoulder just made for his tousled dark head and the feel of his beating heart against her bare arm sent a tremor of delight through her body … It suddenly came to her that she liked the poor … When the blue-eyed girl came out of the surgery, bade her good-night and went her way into the sunset, she watched her go towards her travail almost with love.


“Now it’s your turn,” she said to the little boy. “I’ll come with you. What’s your name? Jean? Remember, Jean, that if it hurts it will be fun not to let the doctor know how much.”


They went into the surgery together, Jean holding her hand.


“Hullo? Hullo?” said Dr. Ozanne. “This young man a protégé of yours, Marianne?”


“We have made friends in the waiting-room,” said Marianne. “He comes first. He has hurt his wrist.”


The surgery was a small room looking on the garden. It was wildly untidy and none too clean, and its atmosphere of whisky and anaesthetics and unwashed humanity was enough to knock you over. The shabby frock coat that Dr. Ozanne wore for work in the surgery was none too clean either, and there was a slight tremor about his hands, as he tried to bring a little order into the litter on his desk, that Marianne had not noticed before … She had been right. His practice was not going to improve. He would never be a successful doctor.


Yet the moment he turned his attention to the boy she had to admit that there are two ways of being a successful doctor. As he took the child on his knee and pushed up the ragged sleeve to examine the wrist she lost all consciousness of the dirt and stuffiness of the room and was aware only of the huge warmth of this man’s kindness. He was talking quickly and easily to the boy in the patois that he had learned in his youth, his whole attention centred upon him as though to have this child on his knee were the thing that he wanted most in the whole world. And the fear had gone out of the child’s eyes and the dimples were showing in his cheeks. It was just so, Marianne remembered, that he had welcomed her when she had first come to Green Dolphin Street … He had seemed to want her … And he had wanted her, just as he wanted this child on his knee. Only in contact with humanity could the lover-like hunger of his kindness find satisfaction.


“There’s a bone broken,” said the doctor’s voice, cutting across her thoughts. “Would you like to help me, Marianne?”


“Yes,” she said with eagerness.


Bone-setting was a new experience for her, as had been the contact with humanity in the waiting-room, and her spirit leaped to meet it. She did what the doctor told her without fumbling or hesitation, as though she had been doing it all her life, eager and interested, giving the business her whole attention. Dr. Ozanne was not surprised. He knew her for a clever, capable girl, with just that touch of hardness that would keep her from being unnerved by pity. Yet she had feeling. Now and then she glanced at the child and smiled at him, and the boy smiled at her as though they had some secret understanding together. And when it was all over, and the doctor was hunting in one of the drawers of his desk for the toffee he kept for the consolation of the gallant among his smaller patients, she took the child on her knee with a mature tenderness he had not known she possessed. He was again touched and troubled by her personality, as he had been when he first saw her. If life gave her scope for her powers and emotions she would make a great success of life, but if it denied her the disaster might be equally as great. A nature as passionate as hers would never make a fine thing of frustration. It took a saint to do that, and Marianne was none of your saints.


“Well, my dear, do you want a salve for those sore ears?” he asked her jovially when the child had gone.


“No, thank you,” said Marianne a little tartly. “I am perfectly capable of dealing with my own ears.”


“So I see,” chuckled the doctor. “You took a hat-pin to the job I gather. It’s not so badly done either. You’d make a fine doctor, my dear, if you were a man. You’ve clever hands and a good nerve. You helped me well with that child.”


Marianne swung round in her chair and faced him across his desk, her dark eyes blazing. “If I only could be a doctor!” she cried. “I believe it would be even better than being a sailor. Couldn’t I be a doctor?”


“Certainly not!” said Dr. Ozanne with twinkling eyes. “You’re a woman, my dear, and women are not doctors, and never will be, thank God. A woman’s place is in the home, doing needlework and enjoying delicate health. What’s the trouble this time? Palpitations? Sensibility? All-overness? Grippe? Migraine? Headache? Take your time. Delicate females have plenty of choice.”
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