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… a woman’s heart must be of such a size and no larger, else it must be pressed small, like Chinese feet; her happiness is to be made as cakes are, by a fixed receipt.


– George Eliot, Daniel Deronda
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I was winning when I met your gaze. Its persistence made me raise my head then doubt myself. It broke my luck.


That was our first encounter. A Saturday in September, towards four in the afternoon, the day still light but cool and fresh, Homburg so pretty, so dull, swallows in the eaves of the houses, grapevines on the walls. Little to do but stroll the main street and glance in shop windows at gifts for the rich to give to the rich: ribbons, perfumes, baubles. Only the long, red, stuccoed building in the middle of the street enticed: the Kursaal, the town’s social hub. Madame von Langen, my second cousin, accompanied me there. Through the great door another far door opened to a garden, beyond the garden was a park, beyond the park the Taunus mountains wooded with fir, birch, beech and oak. It was a vista that promised escape from the tight little town and my own despair; a vista that suggested good fortune. A vista that deceived.


*


In the gilded rococo gaming room naked nymphs cavorted on the ceilings, the players – old, powdered and engrossed – multiplied in the walled mirrors. There was a reverential silence, a sanctity: red or black, the spin of the wheel, the nasal whine of the croupier, ‘Faites vos jeux, mesdames et messieurs.’ I see now my hand gloved in pale grey stretching out to rake gold napoleons towards me. I was exhilarated, elated. I was twenty and born to be lucky. My chosen numbers were mamma’s birthday, the day I was born, my father’s age when he died – thirty-six, the date mamma then married hateful Captain Davilow. That September day at the Kursaal I thought my life might transmute into luck. I began with pittance money but the more I won the bolder I became. I felt destined to win a million before the end of play. I was blessed, the most important woman in the room. Then your gaze deflected me. Your judgemental eyes.


*


I see that gaze now. It mixed attraction with disdain. Your eyes drew me in but implied I was doing wrong. I was beautiful but flawed, you seemed to say. I felt the blood drain from my face. It was the coup de foudre, the start of my unequivocal love for you and your equivocal love for me.


*


Perhaps all that followed I in a moment saw. As if I knew I was to be excluded from where I so desired to belong. I was capricious, reckless and in need of guidance.


*


I began to lose heavily. My mood plunged, then rose in defiance. I put ten louis on my chosen number, my stake was swept away, I doubled it, again and again. It took so little time for the croupier to rake from me the last heap of gold. My eyes burned with exasperation. Madame von Langen touched my elbow and whispered we should leave. In my purse only four napoleons remained. As I left, I turned to meet your eyes, which I knew were still on me. My look was defiant, yours ironic. Did you respect my daring, my courage to lose?


*


Mine is a gambling temperament, impulsive, reckless, hopeful. I so wanted the high stakes, the winning chips. To win was to defy the familiarity and fear of loss. Or to court it. It took a punishing journey for me to reach a point of balance between elation and despair.


*


I had fled to the von Langens from horror at home. I stayed with them in their hired apartment. They took scant notice of me. The Baron, tall with a white clipped moustache, liked to sit in the gardens of the Kursaal and read the Court Columns of The Times. Madame von Langen liked a flutter at the tables, though no more than a ten-franc piece on rouge ou noir.


That evening after dinner we returned to the Kursaal for the music. I wore a sea-green dress, a silver necklace, a green hat with a cascading pale-green feather fastened with a silver pin. I anticipated seeing you again. The rooms shimmered with heat from the flares of gas lights, a trio of strings played Mozart and Weber, thick-necked men with cigars talked in groups, women with fans reclined on ottomans. I felt that all who were there admired me – my retroussé nose, almond eyes, pale skin, light-brown hair. I heard Vandernoodt say a man might risk hanging for Gwendolen Harleth. ‘There was never a prettier mouth, a more graceful walk,’ his companion said. I was used to hearing such things.


I flirted and charmed but what I wanted, hoped for, was again to see you. Then you appeared. You stood in the doorway, that detachment you have, your way of observing, your tall, still figure, dark hair, dark eyes. In a nonchalant voice I asked Vandernoodt who you were. ‘Who’s that man with the dreadful expression?’ He answered he thought you looked very fine, your name was Daniel Deronda and the previous evening he had sat with you and your party for an hour on the terrace but you spoke to no one and seemed bored. He said you were English and a relative of Sir Hugo Mallinger, with whom you were travelling. You were staying at the Czarina, the grand hotel in the Oberstrasse.


*


Daniel Deronda. I still love your name. Here in violet ink is my admission of love and pain, hope and struggle. You will never read it though all is written with you in mind. I know now that I kept a place in your heart and that in a way you loved me, though not as I hoped to be loved, or as I loved you. I hoped I was the woman from whom you might have felt unable ever to be apart, the girl, the woman whom you might have chosen, not to take with you to the other side of the world, but to love and be with until parted by death.


*


I asked the Vandernoodts to introduce you to me. You were related to Sir Hugo so Madame von Langen agreed. The Baron looked for you on the terrace and in the café but you were gone. I waited but you did not return. It was the first of the disappointments you caused me. Each left me bereft and alone. You had hovered at the threshold, surveyed the scene and found it not to your liking. Then you left.


*


That was the start of my habit of anticipation, looking for you but not finding you: at a party, the opera, the theatre. How often in the city crowd have I mistakenly believed I saw you: your walk, the way you turn your head. The expectation diminished though the yearning remained. Few days go by without my thinking of you. I safeguarded my fidelity. Forgive me.


It was midnight when we got back to the von Langens’ apartment. A letter had been left by a servant on the table in my room.


*


It was from my mother, Fanny Davilow. She chastised me for not having written, feared this letter might not reach me and that I had travelled to Baden with the von Langens without telling her. ‘A dreadful calamity has befallen us all,’ she wrote. She, I, my half-sisters, all of us were ruined. Our agent had gambled the firm’s fortunes on which our entire income depended; the business had collapsed with debts of a million pounds. Whatever money I had with me I must use to return home at once, for she was unable even to send my fare. I must not borrow from the von Langens, for she could never repay them. We must leave our house, Offendene, immediately, a Mr Haynes would take over its rental, we had nowhere to go, we should have to live in ‘some hut or other’, there was no money to pay tradesmen or servants. The calamity affected my uncle – mamma’s brother-in-law, Henry Gascoigne, and his family too. my four half-sisters were in tears, they and mamma would have to sew or mend for a pittance wage, I must find work as a governess.


*


I read the letter twice. I was annoyed and unconvinced by it. I was used to mamma’s laments and exaggerations and unwilling to jump to her anxious command. I had never known her be happy. I feared contagion from her gloominess. My uncertain plan had been to return home at the end of September but even before this letter I was afraid to do so. On impulse I had fled the muddle and shame that beset me there: the rich man determined to marry me, whose proposal I had almost accepted, not because I loved him or knew what love was before I met you, but to provide for mamma and be exalted in Society. And then his concubine, ‘the snake woman’, who had lain in wait for me and told me he should marry no one but her; their son should be his heir; she had left her husband for him.


*


So much had happened so quickly, I was in a maelstrom of temptation and fear. And now it seemed penury and homelessness threatened too. I did not know what to think or do or where to turn. I was aggrieved by mamma’s letter, aggrieved by you. Had my luck at roulette stayed unbroken I might have won enough to pay for everything – my return home, the rent on the house, the servants’ wages. But even as I read of this latest disaster I suspected it was not money I gambled for. I gambled for you.


*


I pondered whether to leave for home immediately or go again to the Kursaal, win to counter my misfortune, and perhaps again see you. I decided to pawn my gold chain with a turquoise cluster. The pawnbroker at least might give me enough to pay for an afternoon at the tables and my fare home. I had no strong attachment to the chain. It had belonged to my father, of whom I had no memory. He was killed when I was a year old, thrown from his horse as it jumped a brook.


I was impatient for morning and the pawn shop to open. I did not go to bed. A cold bath revived me. I was travelling without a maid, so I packed my own case and put on my grey travelling dress. I pondered my reflection in the long mirror between the two windows in my room. It seemed to promise success. Despite this deluge of disaster I felt I was charmed. My happiness and good fortune must prevail.


*


Before my hosts came to breakfast I stole out unobserved to Mr Weiner the little Jew pawnbroker in the Oberstrasse. The morning air of late summer was sweet with roses and lavender. On my way I passed the Hotel Czarina. No one was about. As I went into the shop I thought, If anyone sees me they will think I am going to buy some jewel or bauble as a gift. The chain was pretty but frivolous and I felt no remorse at parting with it, only annoyance that the greedy little Jew priced it at a mere four louis.


Within half an hour I was back at the von Langens’ apartment. My hosts were still not up, so I waited in the salon. I intended merely to tell them mamma wished me to return home, and to make no mention or revelation of trouble. And now I had eight louis I so wanted to gamble again. I was wondering how much I could risk yet still have enough for my fare, when a servant brought in a packet, addressed to me, which had just been delivered to the door. I took it to my room. It was the necklace I had pawned less than an hour before, wrapped in a linen handkerchief from which the initials were torn. Enclosed on a scrap of paper was a scrawled pencilled note in capital letters:




A STRANGER WHO HAS FOUND MISS HARLETH’S NECKLACE RETURNS IT TO HER WITH THE HOPE THAT SHE WILL NOT AGAIN RISK THE LOSS OF IT.





So it began. You as my conscience. I knew it was your doing. Rebuked once more, chastised by your view of how I ought not to behave. It was as if you sought proof of my transgressive ways. What did you mean, you had found the necklace? You must have watched me from a window in the Czarina, seen me enter and leave the pawnbroker, waited until I was out of sight then hurried to quiz him. Why did you wait? What did you know of my reason for going to his shop in the early morning? I had shown no particular distress. I might have been buying presents for my half-sisters. And why the ripped handkerchief and half-hearted anonymity of the necklace’s return? I was angry. Who was I to you that you should be so personal? What right had you to shadow me and pry into my affairs?


I had said very little to Weiner. He assumed all valuables brought to his door were because of the Kursaal. Perhaps you told him you were my guardian. But you knew nothing of me, we had not even spoken. You knew nothing of the letter from my mother. It was my necklace to dispose of as I wished. I might have been instructed to pawn it. Why did you assume it was of any importance to me? Why your assumption that I had an obligation to keep it? You knew nothing of its provenance. You bought it back for what was to you small change.


*


In my room I wept from tiredness, anger, frustration, confusion. So many damning things had already happened. They accrued. I needed to believe in my own worth. And yet behind my anger I dared to feel flattered, dared to hope your concern was an invitation to intimacy and that you were as drawn to me as I to you. Your intrusion wounded my pride but when you wrote of your hope of my not again risking the necklace’s loss, perhaps you were offering to save me from future risk and keep me safe. The necklace from then on became the symbol of my tryst with you, like a rose, a locket or a ring. I packed it in my case wrapped in your note and handkerchief and my own confusion. I wear it now.


*


Your words were a reproach, like your critical gaze as I gambled. It was my folly to perceive them as love. But my youthful hope was not immoderate. You were young, handsome, seemingly unattached. In the cool of early morning why should you leave your hotel, track the path of a beautiful girl to a shop, ask about her transaction there, try to put right her suspected hardship, find the address of her lodgings … Why should you bother to do all that unless you were smitten.


*


I had no choice but to leave Homburg immediately. I could not now risk seeing you again in the Kursaal or the street. A servant called me to breakfast. I dried my eyes and joined the von Langens. ‘Mamma has written,’ I told them. ‘She urgently needs my help and has summoned me to return home at once.’ I said I had packed in the night so as not to inconvenience Madame von Langen’s maid.


My hosts protested at my travelling alone. I assured them I would travel in the Ladies’ Compartment, rest on the train and be safe. They took me in their carriage to Homburg station, instructed the porters and waved me farewell. I arrived at Offendene on the Saturday morning.


*


Offendene: set amid tranquil pastures and leafy lanes. It is the only house I have ever viewed as home. We had lived there scarcely a year when news of this financial calamity came.


Mamma, my half-sisters Alice, Bertha, Fanny and Isabel and Miss Merry the housekeeper, all were grouped in the porch when I stepped down from my carriage. ‘Well, dear, what will become of us?’ was mamma’s bleak greeting. I observed her faded beauty and shabby black dress. Her despondency cut me. My sisters looked at me with subdued concern. I was the eldest. I was responsible. Before my luggage was lifted down I resolved to safeguard the roof over all their heads.


*


Persevere with my story and you will learn how a welter of humiliation led me to sell my soul to achieve this. I did what I knew to be wrong, then paid heavily as the wheel of my misfortune kept spinning.


*


The house, a sprawling red-brick mansion, was serene: the smell of applewood fires in the hearths, the flickering shadows of candlelight. Oil paintings hung in the staircase that led from the large stone hallway: a huntsman on a bay surrounded by hounds; a poacher and a gamekeeper; sheep and goats in a barn; girls on a riverbank. The dining room’s oak panelling smelled of beeswax, the rosewood chairs were covered with worn red satin. Over the mantelpiece dogs snarled at each other in two dark paintings and Christ worked his wonders with loaves and fishes. The wainscot carved with garlands in the drawing room, the organ built by Henry Willis, all the familiar detail seemed impervious to bad news.


*


We had not seen Offendene before we moved in. Uncle Henry – the Reverend Gascoigne – arranged matters for us after Captain Davilow, my stepfather, died. On moving day too mamma and my sisters gathered in the porch and looked questioningly at me. ‘Well, dear, what do you think of the place?’ mamma asked, and I made my rapid and abiding judgement: ‘I think it charming, a romantic place, anything delightful may happen in it, no one need be ashamed of living here, it would be a good background for anything.’ Offendene gave ample room for me, mamma, my half-sisters, Mrs Startin their governess, Miss Merry, and Jocasta Bugle the maid. Though the house lacked the splendour mamma thought my due, I truly believed we might be happy in it.


*


I wanted to shut out the apprehension that the dark comes however bright the day. I have always been afraid to hear about the indifference of the universe, my own insignificance, the casual inevitability of death and the caprice of chance. Even at school I trembled when astronomy was taught.


On the day we moved in I found that under Offendene’s protective roof was hidden a prescient warning. My sisters and I excitedly explored the house. In the drawing room Isabel tapped a hinged panel in the wainscot. A painted image of a dead upturned face sprang out, with a panicked figure fleeing from it. The effect on me was extreme. I froze with fear and trembled but could not scream. Mamma and Miss Merry wrapped me in a blanket. When revived I shouted at Isabel, ‘How dare you open things which were meant to be shut!’ I ordered Miss Merry to fetch the key, lock the panel and give the key to me. No one, I instructed, was ever, ever to open it again. The device, we later learned, was a practical joke by the Earl of Cork who first owned the house. The eccentric Earl wore knee breeches and costumes of his own invention. Another of his jokes, long removed, was a suit of armour which drew a sword when a key was turned.


*


Mamma tried to shield me from the terror within me and assuage my fear of the dark and of being alone. I tried to assuage her loneliness and disappointment. She had looked to me for comfort when my stepfather was so often away. I did not want a room of my own. Mamma and I shared the large bedroom, decorated black and yellow with a view of the garden. My small white bed was made up beside hers.


On the night I returned from Homburg, in bed and overtired, behind my closed eyes I again saw mamma in her shabby clothes and heard her supplicating words, ‘Well, dear, what will become of us?’ and then came an hallucinatory image of the dead face in the wainscot and the figure in flight. I cried out. Mamma lit a candle, I crawled in with her, she called me her darling and I slept with her arms around me. To others I seemed beautiful, daring and rash. To her I was a child.


*


If only we could have stayed at Offendene a few years before misfortune struck! There was society enough to make life pleasant. Mamma accompanied me to parties and dinners: the Arrowpoints at Quetcham Hall; our landlords Lord and Lady Brackenshaw at Brackenshaw Castle; Mr Quallon the banker at The Firs. Sometimes in summer mamma, my sisters and I, and my cousins Rex and Anna, all picnicked in the grounds of Diplow Hall. Though the house, owned by Sir Hugo Mallinger, for most of the year was unoccupied and shuttered, its acres of secluded grounds, forested with elms and beeches, were open. Deer grazed on the grassland, we would spread ourselves under the trees, or by the lilied pool.


*


I fear I was petulant and hard to please. I viewed myself as superior to provincial society, voiced discontent with what was around me and expressed little gratitude for such good fortune as I had. Though unable to define what I wanted or was capable of achieving, I could not view the Archery Club, dances at Brackenshaw Castle and dinner with the Arrowpoints as the zenith of my ambition. Being so much admired and so often told I was beautiful set me apart. I liked to be the centre of attention, in control, and to have the last word. I came to see my beauty as a kind of genius, an accomplishment of my own doing. It was like a magnet. In hotels waiters fawned, smoothed my napkin, brushed crumbs from the cloth in front of me. If the laundress ironed a crease into a sleeve the maid would say, ‘This will never do for Miss Harleth.’ If the wood smoked in the bedroom fireplace, though mamma’s eyes watered she apologised to me. If, after a long and tiring journey, I was last at the breakfast table the main concern would be whether Gwendolen’s coffee was hot, her toast crisp. ‘Gwendolen will not rest without having the world at her feet,’ Miss Merry said. And it was true. Forgive me, I was young.


I did not hide my exasperation with my half-sisters. I assured them they were lesser creatures – deserving of their back to the highway in the carriage, entitled only to the smaller piece of cake.


I think I was incredulous that you, though you saw my charm, resisted it and even criticised me. Now, after so much grief, I view beauty as a questionable gift.


*


On our second day at Offendene, as I brushed my hair in front of the tall mirror in our bedroom, mamma said, ‘Gwendolen, dear, if you had a wreath of white roses in your hair you’d pass as Saint Cecilia.’ (Mamma, I have to tell you, thought my singing voice divine.)


‘Except for my nose,’ I joked. ‘Saints’ noses never in the least turn up. I wish you had given me your perfectly straight nose. It would have done for any sort of character – a nose of all work. Mine is only a happy nose. It would not do for tragedy.’


‘O my dear, any nose will do to be miserable with in this world,’ mamma replied. I rebuked her. It was typical of her to imbue a jest with gloom. In our new house I wanted her to be happy, enthusiastic. I believed her melancholy made gloomy things happen. It was as if all my hope and joy could never counterbalance her pessimism and yet she looked for and found her happiness only through me.


*


I told mamma her dullness made me feel nothing was of use. Was it marriage, I asked, that left her disaffected? ‘You must have been more beautiful than I when you were young.’ She protested at this of course and in my secret heart I doubted it. ‘Marriage is the only happy state for a woman, as I trust you will prove,’ she said, and although I did not want that to be the case I supposed it had to be true.


‘I would not put up with it if it was not a happy state,’ I said, then told her I was not going to muddle away my life in service to a man and do nothing remarkable for myself.


*


I did not want to believe in the imperative of marriage. It held no appeal. I knew little about men beyond what I had read in books. I grew up with women. I saw mamma’s marriages sap her wealth and twice leave her widowed then penniless. Family life I viewed as curtailing and petty. I had no wish for children, I found them irritating. And yet I supposed I would marry – someone of distinction and rank, I neither doubted it nor dwelt on it. I was resolved though that I was not going to let a man have power over me; lovemaking appalled me, when propositioned I felt obliged to tease. I felt no attraction to any man until I met you. Marriage was not the focus of my ambition. I wanted fame but thought no further than that my life should be pleasant, that I should star at parties, be victorious at the Archery Club, applauded at the piano and admired on horseback.


*


I read novels, poems and plays, had views on Mr Rochester in Jane Eyre, Becky Sharp in Vanity Fair, the silliness of Lydia in Pride and Prejudice, the awfulness of Casaubon in Middlemarch, the piety of Eva in Uncle Tom’s Cabin. I was praised for my soprano voice, the skill with which I played the piano, my graceful dancing. I could read music. I spoke passable French. But my power, my gift, was to be the most captivating person in the room. My wit sparkled. I never offered merely pleasantries. Mamma, my sisters, the servants, all obeyed my wishes and feared my displeasure and sharp tongue.


*


How punished I was for such hubris. You, Deronda, only ever knew a part of my punishment, my nemesis. But through the torment I endured, I did not fall victim to mamma’s dulled acceptance of misfortune. Beyond my suffering I kept alive a longing for a life that was free and a love that linked me to your wisdom; or was it to your kind dark eyes and beautiful voice?


*


Mamma and I do not quarrel. Our love is deep. She is magnanimous, as was her mother, I believe. I was her favoured child, her princess, best friend and source of pride. She coiled my hair, fastened my dresses, advised me which gloves and what jewellery to wear. She would do anything for me, make any sacrifice, and readily forgive me any misdemeanour. In her eyes I never truly could do wrong.


But I was rash, impulsive, consumed by my emotion of the moment, and at times cruel. I recall with shame a cold night when in our beds mamma felt unwell but had forgotten to take her medicine. She asked me to fetch it. I was warm and sleepy and I refused. ‘She would have done that for you whatever the discomfort, whatever the cost’ was the rebuke that went through my head as I heard her stumble to the cabinet.


I was short-tempered with my sisters too. Remembered incidents of wrongdoing added to a sense that I deserved my punishment when it came … One afternoon while I was playing Chopin’s ‘Minute Waltz’, Alice’s canary kept up a shrill, persistent whistle which I found intolerable. It was as if the wretched creature mocked me. I exploded in temper and crushed it in my fist. I killed it. Alice wept. I was shocked at myself: that I could so lose control and be provoked into rage and violence. I am capable of murder, I thought. To compensate I bought her a white mouse, but she said she hated mice and was scared of them. I think she became afraid of me and what I might do next, and it was true I was unpredictable. To myself most of all.


*


The death of Captain Davilow, my stepfather, accorded me no grief. I always hated him to come home. His attention to me was leery and unwanted. I tried never to be alone in a room with him. I could not admit my aversion to mamma, to do so would have destroyed her fragile world. I came to resent my four half-sisters and the life mamma’s marriage to him compelled me to live. He squandered her money and stole her jewellery and sold it.


*


I think of your childhood, Deronda. Sir Hugo told me of it: how you grew up knowing nothing about your parents or even your true name. How you thought Sir Hugo was your father and on the one occasion when you met your mother she told you she could not love you.


We were both outsiders, you and I. More united by uncertainty than ever you allowed. But you plucked certainties for yourself from the fictions of the past: a prescriptive demanding religion, a directional quest, a constant wife, whereas I … I blew with the wind and hoped to arrive at a perfect destination.


*


Davilow inflicted a bewildering lifestyle on us. We moved from hired Paris apartments to hired villas in Lausanne, Baden, Amsterdam. We stayed nowhere long enough to settle, make friends or feel part of any place. It was a lifestyle that made me restless, rootless. Mamma gave birth to Davilow’s tedious daughters: Alice, to whom I was asked to give lessons, was slow, pulled silly faces and had no ear for music or languages; Bertha was always sketching flowers and leaves, but covered the sketches if I asked to see them. She and Fanny whispered and giggled a great deal. Isabel was clumsy. That was how I viewed them then.


Davilow disappeared for weeks at a time without saying where he was. I do not know if mamma ever asked. I was her anchor, her link to my father, the eldest daughter, the one apart, the one in charge. I was contrary and demanding, but looking back to the days before the calamity of uncle’s loss of money, the impending loss of Offendene, my terrible marriage – what formed my character, shaped my courage, was the haven of mamma’s love for me. She protected me from my fears: of the dark, of loss of control, of failure, and of someone bending my brittle will to theirs.


*


I knew almost as little about my forebears as you of yours. Mamma’s father had owned sugar plantations in Trinidad, so when the American Civil War began I think she was ashamed of her family’s links to the Confederates and slavery. My father’s family, apparently titled, cultured, and certain of themselves, viewed mamma as inferior and an unsatisfactory wife for one of their kind. When I was twelve mamma showed me a miniature of my father, a coloured portrait in a silver frame. I saw little beyond eyes shaped like mine, but I offended her by asking, ‘Why did you marry again, mamma? It would have been better if you had not.’ She blushed and said I had no feeling.


*


I had not then learned what she perhaps knew: that it is not only love that binds people together in wedlock. Circumstance, sudden impulse, misguided optimism, and fear of loneliness and penury shape our decision-making and our lives and, when we are unlucky, herald our despair.


*


I did not want to be shaped by mamma’s melancholy, but I was. I think her marriage to Davilow began as a social and economic necessity, then became an endurance about which it was difficult for her to speak. I think her melancholy grew in the gap between the reality of life with him and the love she knew she could feel and had felt for my father.


*


That space between us across the tables in the ornate salon of the Kursaal, I see and feel it now. How I longed to bridge it. As my passion for you grew, I became acquainted with the ache that life without you brought. Like mamma, I too lived with a sense of loss.


From the start you resisted your attraction to me. I appeared to you spoiled and impulsive. You looked for the Madonna, an unswerving virtue of a sort I lacked, a purity of heart. You sensed your mother in me: your beautiful, ambitious, unavailable mother; the wicked princess who turned you from her throne. But I was not like that. I was not like that. And why did you focus on me and encourage me towards you only to reject me? You chose Mirah Lapidoth, compliant, dependent. She was the better singer and had the sweeter nature but – and I only dare write this because I will never say it to you – she was the lesser woman.


*


After Captain Davilow died, leaving mamma penniless, she, my sisters and I managed on what Uncle Henry gave us. How I resented living under his obligation! He was excessively clear about his own importance and had strong views which he stated as facts. He sat at the head of table, said grace as if privy to the ear of God, and his word was law. His tedious sermons made no sense to me. In his church my mind drifted and I heard only the authority in his voice. Before taking holy orders he too had been an army captain. His own expenses were great, as he was ever at pains to remind us: six sons whose education much stretched him to finance, two daughters for whom husbands must be found. The rectory came rent-free but he was obliged to entertain with formal dinners and to pay the groom, gardener and cook.


Mamma, to him and my aunt – her sister – was ‘poor dear Fanny’, victim of not one but two unfortunate marriages. My aunt looked like mamma and was concerned for her, but her own contentment and security made her behave as if she were superior: a condescending manner accompanied her comfort and good fortune.


Uncle weighed the worth in money of my beauty. He was intent for me to be seen to advantage in Society, so that I should marry well. His thinking was that then the burden of caring for mamma and her brood would shift to my husband. He was paternal towards me, felt that as a child I had missed out on family life, and at heart found it hard to resist me. He encouraged friendship between me and his elder daughter, Anna. She was tiny, admiring of me, less aggravating and rambunctious than my half-sisters, and I liked her well enough but could not view her as an equal.


Uncle frequently reminded mamma of his cleverness at finding Offendene for us, how the house was more than she might expect for the low rent she paid, its running costs no greater than an ordinary house, and how the landlord, his friend Lord Brackenshaw of Brackenshaw Castle – uncle cultivated influential friends – owned the Brackenshaw Archery Club as well as much of Wessex.


*


I loathed the way I had to weasel and cajole uncle for anything I wanted. I loved riding. There was nothing I liked more than to gallop across fields or ride with the hunt, and I very much wanted a saddle horse of my own. I put it to him but he baulked at the expense. I persisted and when he next called for tea with my aunt and Anna, I flattered him, played the piano to his liking, induced him to join me in a duet, then urged mamma to speak up for me. ‘Gwendolen desires above all things to have a horse to ride – a pretty, light, lady’s horse,’ mamma said. ‘Do you think we can manage it?’


Aunt looked disapproving and suggested I borrow Anna’s Shetland pony. I protested I could not endure ponies and was willing to give up all other indulgences if I might have a horse. Uncle lamented the expense of his carriage horses, how a horse for me would cost a good £60 and then there was its keep, and how he could afford only a pony for Anna. As ever, he reminded mamma of the cost to him of her and her fatherless brood.


*


My pride wilted as mamma demeaned herself and said she wore nothing but two black dresses. I winced to hear her tell uncle how I was prepared to tutor my sisters when Mrs Startin left. It was as if she was begging. I wanted mamma to have diamonds, furs, whatever she desired, and not to need ask anything of anyone. Aunt went on about how Anna rode only the wretched donkey and how no horse was afforded her. But uncle’s indulgence was calculating: if I was to acquire an expensive husband – an aristocrat and landowner, with a fortune to benefit them all – a degree of finery and show was essential. ‘Gwendolen has,’ he said, ‘the figure for a horse.’


*


I got my horse. I called her Twilight. Anna, content with her pony, did not begrudge me. And before long uncle saw his worldly ambitions for me realised. Apparently on their way home aunt rebuked uncle for his pampering of me, but he spoke again of his duty to help me ‘make a first-rate marriage to a man more than equal to himself’. Aunt feared one of her boys, Rex or Warham, might fall in love with me, but uncle assured her that would not occur. First cousins, he said, must not fall in love. If it happened, marriage would not be allowed and, more to the point, the boy would have nothing. ‘At worst,’ he said, ‘there would only be a little crying. You can’t save boys and girls from that.’ And crying there was, for Rex did fall in love with me, though not I with him. My crying was for you, Deronda. No one saved me from that.


*


Such were life’s problems even before the catastrophe. It is hard to be proud when you have no money and are dependent on a pompous uncle. I had little freedom to do as I chose, nor did I know how or what to seek. I strongly felt the confinement of home and I dreamed of breaking free, of being more than the chattel of my uncle or the elusive ambition of mamma. I wanted my own achievement, my own expression, but what did I have beyond my beauty and high spirits … Yes, I got my horse, but what I longed for were the wild plains where the horse might take me.


*


Herr Klesmer. Looking back, I now see that the chain of my humiliation began with him. He was famed as a composer, pianist and teacher. I met him at Quetcham Hall, in our first spring at Pennicote, at a dinner party given by the Arrowpoints. They had hired him as music tutor to their clever, gifted daughter Catherine, who played the piano, violin and harp. Mrs Arrowpoint declared him to be a genius, and he certainly looked the part with his large head, long brown hair, flowing cape, gold spectacles and flamboyant gestures. I did not at first know he was a Jew like you. I had never before met a Jew socially. I did not know Jews could be geniuses. I thought they were all moneylenders and pawnbrokers.


*


Mrs Arrowpoint had written extensively on the sixteenth-century Italian poet Torquato Tasso. She had a voice like a parrot, wore startling headdresses and was provoked by my beauty and its effect on men. I have often observed that unappealing women resent me. I told her, at this party, how I adored Tasso and that I too would like to be an authoress. She offered to loan me her unpublished manuscript in which, she said, she corrected popular misconceptions about his insanity, explained his complex feelings for the Duke Alfonso’s sister Leonora, and gave the real reasons for his imprisonment. Such was the lure of creative excitement in Wancester.


After dinner Klesmer and Catherine played a four-handed piece on two pianos. It was a more accomplished performance than I could ever aspire to, but it was very long. Mr Arrowpoint then asked me to sing and led me to the piano. Klesmer stood a few feet away and smiled at me. I had no nervousness. Mamma told me my voice was like Jenny Lind’s and I believed this to be so. I sang the aria ‘Casta Diva’ from Bellini’s Norma.




Ah! bello a me ritorna.


Ah, riedi a me.


 


Ah! return to me, my beautiful


Ah, come back to me.





Jenny Lind, though ordinary and uneducated, succeeded in the world as I hoped to do.


Klesmer stared at me as I sang. I was aware of his gaze. It seemed to bore into me, a prelude to yours at the Kursaal. ‘Ah, riedi a me,’ I sang. There was such applause. ‘Bravo!’ Mr Arrowpoint shouted with tears in his eyes; ‘Bravo, encore, encore!’ Herr Klesmer stood mute. I prepared to sing again but first said to him, expecting contradiction, ‘It would be too cruel, don’t you think, Herr Klesmer? You cannot like to hear poor amateur singing.’


In his German accent he replied, ‘That does not matter. It is always acceptable to see you sing.’ The insult took away my breath. I felt myself blush with anger. Why did he need to say that? I had been asked to sing. It was a dinner party. The guests were thrilled by me, far more so than by his virtuosity. His was the first in a series of blows that tore at my pride and culminated, months later, in your return to me of my turquoise necklace.


Catherine Arrowpoint compounded my humiliation by commiserating. ‘See what I have to go through with this professor,’ she said. ‘He can hardly tolerate anything we English do in music. He tells us the worst that can be said of us. It is only bearable because everyone else is so admiring.’


I viewed her as kind but condescending. Klesmer clearly more than tolerated everything about her. I tried to regain my poise. I said I supposed I had been ill taught and had no talent, and would be obliged to Herr Klesmer were he to tell me the worst.


‘Yes, it is true you have not been well taught,’ he said to me and all who wished to hear. ‘Still you are not quite without gifts. You sing in tune and have a pretty fair voice.’ He told me I produced my notes badly and the music I sang was ‘dawdly canting see-saw kind of stuff. Music for people with no breadth of vision. No cries of deep mysterious passion – no conflict, no sense of the universal. It makes men small as they listen to it. Sing something larger and I shall see.’


So much for Bellini and so much for me. Klesmer was God, I the unworthy earthling, trapped by superficiality. ‘Oh, not now,’ I said. ‘By and by.’ ‘Yes, by and by,’ Catherine Arrowpoint agreed, then joked it always took her half an hour to recover from the maestro’s criticism. After such pretence of allegiance with me she invited him to play, ‘to show us what good music truly is’. Which he did. A composition of his own called ‘Freudvoll, Leidvoll, Gedankenvoll’. And I am sure his talent was huge, so much huger than his manners. I tried not to cry.


*


Clintock the archdeacon’s son came up and asked what Freudvoll meant but I did not know. He said he wished I would sing again, for though he could listen to me all night he got nowhere with this sort of tip-top playing. I told him if he wanted to hear me sing he was in a puerile state of culture, for I had just learned how bad my taste was, which gave me growing pains. He smiled politely and asked how I liked the neighbourhood. I replied I liked it exceedingly, for it had a little of everything and not much of anything, and most people in it were an utter bore.


Clintock then talked of croquet and told me it was the game of the future. I hear my voice now as I cut him down: ‘I shall study croquet tomorrow. I shall take to it instead of singing.’


*


Clintock informed me of a friend of his who had written a poem in four cantos about croquet that was as good as anything by Alexander Pope. He offered to send me a manuscript copy. I said he must first promise not to test me on it, or ask which part I liked best, ‘because it is not so easy to know a poem without reading it, as to know a sermon without listening’.


He did not care to find barb or insult in my remark, he was staring at my breasts and legs, but Mrs Arrowpoint overheard, made a judgement and did not share her Tasso with me.


*


Catherine Arrowpoint, pitiful of the smallness of my talent yet assured of Klesmer’s regard for hers, continued to invite me to dinners and soirées but I could not again see her without a wave of jealousy and self-doubt, though her looks were unremarkable, her complexion sallow and her features small. She was an heiress with unshaken confidence in her own talent, secure enough to disregard her plainness as an irrelevance, whereas I who was poor had only my looks and my dreams.


After that evening at the Arrowpoints’, though at Brackenshaw Castle, The Firs and Quetcham Hall my singing had hitherto given such pleasure, as obstinate as I was offended, I vowed never again to sing before an audience. My admirers viewed me as exceptional. I was determined my detractors should see that too. I was not going to condemn myself to giving lessons to Alice like an impoverished governess or to help in the village school with Anna. Mamma told me I was more beautiful and alluring than the actress Rachel had been in Phèdre. If I could not be a singer I would have a stage career.


*


Christmas Eve brought my next humiliation. To display my theatrical talent I decided to stage a tableau vivant from A Winter’s Tale before invited neighbours in the drawing room at Offendene. My intention was to let Herr Klesmer know that though my musical gifts might be unequal to Catherine Arrowpoint’s, my acting skills were another matter.


I was director and principal player – Hermione, the beautiful, virtuous, vilified queen, shut away from the world for sixteen years. Cousin Rex, home for the holidays from his law studies, was my husband, King Leontes, crazed with jealousy. Mamma, in a white burnous, was my friend Paulina. Anna, Miss Merry and Mr Middleton, uncle’s assistant clergyman, who had pale whiskers, wore buttoned-up clothes and seldom laughed, were to have small parts. Jarrett the village carpenter built the stage.


*


The charade’s climax was the miraculous animation when I, the statue, came to life and Leontes knelt to kiss the hem of my dress. Herr Klesmer was to strike the chord of animation. He sat at the piano. I stood immobile, elevated on a sort of plinth. Leontes gave permission for Paulina to make the statue speak and move. ‘Music, awake her, strike!’ mamma declared. Klesmer crashed the piano keys. As he did so the panel in the wainscot opposite the stage flew open. There again, illumined by candlelight, was the dead face and fleeing figure. I screamed, collapsed to my knees and covered my face. Mamma and Rex rushed to help me from the room.


The perplexed guests conjectured whether or not the scene was intended and wondered about the provenance of the panel. I was mortified. I forced myself to reappear quickly as if nothing was amiss. ‘We have to thank you for devising a perfect climax,’ Klesmer said, and I flushed with relief and embarrassment and half took him to mean he recognised my acting talent. Later I learned he and everyone else concluded it was an unplanned mishap. His new-found tact was prompted by pity. As witness to my frailty, not my talent, he chose to spare me further mortification. Rex, who already loved me, saw proof of my sensibility and loved me the more. Other guests let the matter drop.


*


I was disturbed that the helpless fear which beset me in private could show itself in such a public way. Apparently Isabel, curious about the image that caused me acute distress, had taken the key and unlocked the panel. She trembled as she asked my forgiveness, which I granted out of a wish not to mention any of it ever again.


I did not understand my eruptions of madness. Mamma called them my sensitiveness, but there was something else, a spiritual dread. None of uncle’s exhortations in church helped me. I came to think you might reconcile me to this inner darkness and guide me to a place of peace with myself. ‘Safeguard your fear,’ you were to say to me. Down the years I have so often said that to myself: ‘Safeguard your fear, Gwendolen. Safeguard your fear.’ I might have managed that with your arms around me.


*


Rex was one of the men I spurned. Oh and poor Mr Middleton. And poor Mr Clintock. Rex and Anna were devoted siblings. He was the light of her life, her guide and mentor. I liked his company and found him handsome and clever. The three of us would sing and play the piano, go riding, walking and on picnics.


Anna observed his love for me and rightly feared I would reject him. The simplicity of his devotion made me cruel. Though I loved him as if he were my brother, I could not return his passion. He was so upright, so defined by Pennicote: the dutiful son, loyal to his family, ambitious to serve as a lawyer, respectful of polite society. Anyway uncle would never have countenanced our marrying: young as we were, first cousins and without money.


Rex loved my frailty, strength and beauty. He laughed at my jokes and respected my moods. Had we married, he would have been my attentive husband and wise, judicious friend. He would have encouraged my ambition, adored our children, provided a smart house and secure income. He was so opposite to mamma’s feckless husbands. But his virtues were a problem to me.


*


I recall with shame the morning I inveigled him to ride with the hounds. I chose to ride despite forbiddance from uncle and dissuasion from mamma, who was conscious of how my father died in a riding accident. Uncle said no lady rode with the hounds except Mrs Gadsby who until she married the Yeomanry Captain had been a kitchen maid and still spoke like one. I scorned their concerns and lightly disobeyed. Lord Brackenshaw, who owned the hunt, had invited me. (His pink coat was always stained and from his appearance it was hard to believe him a man of fabulous wealth.)


His daughters Beatrix and Maria were to ride with him, so I urged Rex to ride with me. Uncle was away. Rex reluctantly agreed and, without asking, took the old horse Primrose. It was a beautiful January morning, the branches of the elm trees bare, the air fresh, the hedges sprinkled with red berries. As we trotted along, Rex asked what I hoped to do in my life. I feared a forthcoming hint at marriage. I was amused by his adoration but alarmed lest he might overtly make love to me. I did not want to hear the words or sense a desire to embrace me. The idea made me shrink. I told him I should like to go to the North Pole, compete in steeplechases, dress like a man and be Queen of the East like Hester Stanhope.


‘You don’t mean you’d never be married?’ Rex asked. I said if I married I should not do as other women did, nor be like them. He then made some silly speech about a man who loved me more dearly than anything in the world and would let me do just as I liked. I asked if he meant Mr Middleton, then cantered away after the hounds.


I was soon far ahead. Primrose, stiff and slow, was not a hunting horse and Rex struggled to catch up. In the effort Primrose caught her hoof in a hole, fell, broke her knees and threw Rex over her head. He was stunned, his shoulder dislocated. Joel Dagge the blacksmith’s son found him lying alone in Mill Lane, wrenched his shoulder back into its socket and helped him home.


I knew nothing of all this. I supposed Rex to have given up and gone home. I enjoyed the chase and thought no more of him. All those taking part commended my spirited riding. At the end of a triumphant day, escorted by Lord Brackenshaw, I rode home with the fox’s tail fastened to my saddle.


*


At the rectory uncle chastised Rex for taking Primrose without asking, using her as a hunter and allowing me to ride with the hounds. He ordered him to leave Pennicote next day, spend the rest of his vacation in Southampton then go back to Cambridge.


Rex cried and said he could not leave without first telling me he loved me. Uncle told him it was impossible: he was too young, first cousins should not marry and I must ally myself to rank and wealth. Rex, he said, would soon recover; life was full of such brief disappointments. Uncle sent Rex to his room and told him they would talk again in the morning.


He then came to Offendene to tell mamma and me of Rex’s fall. Rex had suffered no great damage, so I could not care about it. I thought the incident absurd: I had a picture of him, ridiculous on Primrose, stumbling in the lane, his cheeks puffed and red. I am afraid I laughed. Uncle saw I was not the least in love, but he forbade me to hunt again. ‘When you are married it will be different,’ he said. ‘You may do whatever your husband sanctions. But if you intend to hunt you must marry a man who can keep horses.’


I made some pert retort and left the room. The exchange wiped away my elation of the morning. I abhorred the idea of the wife as a chattel. I intended to hunt without a husband’s sanction. The previous evening I had told mamma men were too ridiculous and I could never fall in love. Of the men who wooed me, Rex was an adoring boy, Clintock wrote risible poems about croquet, and Middleton the assistant clergyman had watery blue eyes, pale whiskers and yellow teeth.


Uncle, satisfied by my lack of concern, gave Rex permission to walk over and see me next day.


*


Offendene was two miles from the rectory. Rex, his arm in a sling, arrived in the early morning. I, tired from the previous day, was not yet down from my room.


He waited in the drawing room. I did not want to see him. I suspected he intended to inflict embarrassment on me. I wore a black silk dress and a black band in my hair. I stood by the fire, viewed him coldly, then said formally, ‘I hope you are not much hurt, Rex. I deserve your reproach for your accident.’ He responded with some gracious remark about the small price of paying for the pleasure of my company with a tumble.


He talked about going to Southampton, said it would be an empty place without me and how all the happiness of his life depended on my loving him more than anyone else. I loathed such drivel. It felt like invasion. He tried to take my hand and I backed away. ‘Pray don’t make love to me,’ I scolded. ‘I hate it.’ He went pale and his mortification compounded my contempt. I glared. He was twenty, like me. ‘Is that the last word you have to say to me, Gwendolen?’ he asked. ‘Will it always be so?’


I observed his wretchedness, felt anger with him for subjecting me and himself to this, and regret for the companionship I supposed we now would lose. ‘About making love? Yes,’ I said. ‘But I don’t dislike you for anything else.’ I resented being forced to say such things. He looked entirely crushed. There was a pause. He said goodbye and left the room. I heard the hall door bang behind him.


The whole scene was intolerable. I sat on the couch by the fire and sobbed. Mamma came in, circled her arms around me, pressed her cheek against my head and tried to tilt my chin to see my face. I crumpled in her arms. ‘O mamma, what can become of my life,’ I sobbed. ‘There’s nothing worth living for. I shall never love anybody. I can’t love people. I hate them.’


‘The time will come, dear, the time will come,’ mamma said. I put my arms around her neck, clung to her and said, ‘I can’t bear anyone but you to be very near me.’


*


And it was true. It was as if a key were needed to unlock my heart and turn me from a child into a woman so that I might love someone else besides mamma. That key I came to believe was held by you.


Of course aunt and Anna blamed me for Rex’s distress. It must ever be the woman’s fault. Anna remained courteous but became wary and distant. My aunt believed if Rex adored me I must have behaved like a coquette and led him on. She thought mamma spoiled me. But if I could not say yes to Rex what could I say but no.


*


Rex became depressed and unreasonable and announced a wild plan to give up studying law, go to Canada as a forester and live as a peasant in a hut. Anna vowed to go with him to cook and mend his clothes. She said it would be an escape from crinolines, feathered hats, gloves and after-dinner small talk. Uncle dismissed such ideas as nonsense and talked of obligations and ties. He allowed Rex a term out from Cambridge, forbade any further mention of his feelings for me and ‘the whole business’ and said the less it was mentioned the sooner it would blow over.


*


Time passed: February to April, May to June. There was the Italian question, the Polish question, the Schleswig-Holstein question. In Chipping Norton rioters tried to free the sixteen women known as the Ascott Martyrs, and in London Alexandra Palace was destroyed by fire only a fortnight after opening. But Wancester was peaceful and unchanging. Horse dealers and saddlers plied their trade. Farmers sold their hay. The most exciting news in Pennicote was that Sir Hugo Mallinger’s nephew, Henleigh Mallinger Grandcourt, was to visit and stay at Diplow Hall until the hunting season.


*


We had heard rumour of Sir Hugo’s dislike of this nephew; how poor Lady Mallinger was afflicted with a sense of failure for having borne four daughters and no son to inherit the Mallinger estates; how this Henleigh Grandcourt, already rich beyond the dreams of most, stood to inherit, because of the law of primogeniture, Topping Abbey, Ryelands, Diplow and the rest.


There was much anticipation about the arrival in Pennicote of such a wealthy bachelor. He was thirty-six, his mother also owned land and there was some hereditary title, so given a couple of other judicious deaths, more riches and status would be his. Provided he was not too gross in appearance or irredeemably venal, any shortcomings of character were as nothing in the light of these virtues.


*


Mamma told me you were commonly supposed to be Sir Hugo’s beloved son, the result of a passionate romance with a foreign princess, but as you were illegitimate you could not inherit from him. I thought you sounded mysterious, the victim of an injustice on a par with those directed at women.


*


Mr and Mrs Arrowpoint hoped their Catherine would win Henleigh Grandcourt’s hand. Quetcham Hall was magnificent and Catherine already worth half a million, but the rich like to become richer. To their chagrin she had recently turned down Lord Slogan, who owned much of County Cork. Uncle and mamma, seduced by the prospect of country estates, a London town house and hunters and racers, hoped for Grandcourt to be smitten with me. Uncle chose not to hear gossip from male acquaintances about Grandcourt’s personal life. Mamma saw no solution to my ambition except through marriage and hoped, even if Grandcourt did not win my heart, I would find him suitable or at least acceptable. I was aware that after the fuss with Rex, I would provoke harsh criticism if Grandcourt evinced interest in me and I then spurned him.


*


Grandcourt was expected to appear on the 25th of June at the Brackenshaw Park Archery Club competition which was to be followed by a dinner and dance at the Castle. Tickets were for the privileged. I was invited as a new member on uncle’s recommendation for he and I shared an enthusiasm for archery. He was one of the best bowmen in Wessex and I thought it an elegant, artful sport – my namesake Gwendolen was the Lady of the Bow.


*


This was our first summer at Offendene, we had been there eight months, the hours of daylight were long and the weather warm after months of rain. On the day of the meeting I chose to wear white cashmere with a pale-green feather in my hat. I sensed mamma’s anticipation as I dressed. I teased her: ‘You and uncle and aunt all intend me to fall in love with this Grandcourt,’ and I made a gesture as if drawing my bow. I assured her that with me in the fray no other girl had a chance of piercing his heart.


*


Brackenshaw Castle, built of limestone, was set high on a hill among beech and fir trees and its park spread far into the valley. On that June day some of Lord Brackenshaw’s tenants and their families were allowed into the white arcaded archery hall to watch the competition.


Klesmer was in the Arrowpoints’ party. Gesticulating, animated, out of place in this most English of gatherings, with his mane of hair and chimney-pot hat, bowing at the ladies, his hand on his heart, he looked like Genius in an allegory. Catherine, in a gold dress, looked like Wealth. ‘What extreme guys these artistic fellows are,’ Clintock said to me.


I was the most beautiful woman there. In perfect surroundings, with admiring eyes on me, I felt exhilarated, less in awe of Klesmer, less wounded. I loved sport and I excelled at this. Luck came into it but it required skill. Though I was a newcomer my prowess astounded participants and guests. I promised to get one of the best scores. Among those superior people with their money, titles and airs, I so wanted to win the golden arrow – to be better than them or at least on a par. Catherine Arrowpoint had won it the previous year.


Brackenshaw took out his watch and said Henleigh Mallinger Grandcourt was late. He added he was always late and quite probably would not appear at all because he cared nothing for archery.


I did not want to hear that. Whatever Mr Grandcourt’s failings, I wanted him to appear and admire and desire me over and above Miss Arrowpoint. That was part of the competition, part of the day.


*


I assiduously avoided looking towards him when he arrived. I concentrated on the shooting and, unlike when I subsequently met you, consciousness of his presence spurred me to win. Your presence made me vulnerable; his, at first, made me bold. There was applause when I scored three hits running in the gold contest. I was awash with compliments. Lady Brackenshaw pinned the gold arrow to the shoulder of my dress. I needed such triumph and for Klesmer to see it. Then Lord Brackenshaw came up and said, ‘Miss Harleth, here is a gentleman who is not willing to wait any longer. Will you allow me to introduce Mr Mallinger Grandcourt.’


*


It was as if my fate was decided; a smooth beginning to what would change my life from happiness to despair.


Mamma had given permission for the introduction. I knew in her mind she was further along than that. We all were: mamma, uncle, Grandcourt and, I have to admit, myself. Our momentous decisions are made on impulse. We decide in seconds and repent with our lives.


*


Face to face I was flustered, I blushed, resented my confusion and struggled to correct it. He was unlike my expectation, though I had no clear preconceived image. He was handsome in the English manner, his complexion fair, his features well-proportioned and chiselled. He was bald with a fringe of reddish hair, his hands elegant, his fingers tapered. He was an inch or so taller than I, our eyes were on a level; his, long, narrow and grey, expressed … I don’t know what, indifference perhaps or calculation. There was no hint of self-consciousness or unease in his bearing. He raised his hat and scrutinised me, a confident appraisal, but he did not smile.


*


That was how I perceived him. Before every bit of him became hideous to me. Before I hated him with a force stronger than my love for you.


He told me, with a smooth compliment that seemed bleached of intention, that he thought archery a bore until he saw me shooting. He drawled when he spoke, with a pause between each utterance. His gestures were as languid as his voice. He intrigued me. He gave nothing away; I waited. He then asked if I liked danger. Such a non sequitur startled and thrilled me, though now I see I should have viewed it as the threat it undoubtedly was. No sport or adventure could prove more dangerous than his viciousness. I told him I was never happier than when on horseback, galloping, thinking of nothing, and that then I felt myself strong and free. (I wondered if he might give me a faster horse than Twilight.)


He said I might like tiger hunting and pig sticking, that he had done such things but now they bored him. His manner and demeanour suggested that all there was to do he had done, all there was to be killed he had killed, and that anything he wanted he might have, including me, but that at heart he wanted nothing. He affected boredom with everything. I told him I was bored with this neighbourhood, there was so little to do in it. ‘You have clearly made yourself queen of it,’ he said, and I protested that if so I was queen of an insignificant kingdom.


When the contest was over mamma asked him if we might meet again in the ballroom. Yes, he replied in his bored, laconic way.


‘You can’t find anything ridiculous about Mr Grandcourt’s appearance and manner,’ mamma said as a coachman drove her and me the short distance to the Castle. I replied I was sure I could if I tried but that as yet I did not want to.


*


At the Castle, at Lord Brackenshaw’s ruling, women dined separately. He liked to quote Byron’s opinion that a woman should never be seen eating, unless the meal was of lobster salad and champagne, the only acceptable feminine viands. I was scornful of this segregation: the lesser room, the smaller chairs and the assumption of lesser conversation.


I told the assembled women Lord Byron was mad, and in order to be thin ate only hard biscuits, or potatoes drenched in vinegar, and drank only soda water. The women thought me sharp-tongued. Only Catherine Arrowpoint talked to me in a friendly way.


After dinner we moved to the ballroom. The chandeliers glittered, the perfume of jasmine and lilies wafted from the conservatory. I loudly informed mamma I would dance only the quadrille and not waltz or polka with anyone. The ladies viewed this as attention-seeking and the dancing men, who all wanted me as their partner, thought me deliberately cruel. But the truth was I could not bear being held close by any man, I hated their breath on my face, the feel of their rough clothing against me, the proprietorial sense of being led in a dance.


Grandcourt, I noticed, positioned himself so he could see me. Klesmer commented on it: ‘Mr Grandcourt is a man of taste,’ he said to me. ‘He likes to see you dancing.’


‘Perhaps he likes to look at what is against his taste,’ I said, mindful of Klesmer’s insult about liking to see me sing. ‘He may be so tired of admiring that he chooses disgust by way of variety.’


Klesmer chastised me for impertinence which he said ill-fitted my beauty. I explained it was a joke but Klesmer was worse than ponderous over the weighty business of jokes.


My attention was then caught by a fat man with a florid face and bulbous eyes staring at me with an expression that made me recoil as if a slimy reptile had crawled all over my skin. I asked Klesmer if he was a friend of his; he told me no, but that he had met him socially. He was Grandcourt’s factotum and his name was Lush. He dismissed him as an amateur, ‘too fond of the mechanical-dramatic, too fond of Meyerbeer and Eugène Scribe’. I did not understand the reference but it was clear that as Klesmer thought him unworthy he must be so.


*


I took refuge with dear mamma. Suddenly Grandcourt was at my side. He asked me to dance the next or another quadrille. I looked at my card. Every quadrille was booked. I was glad to withhold, to be obliged to refuse. ‘I am unfortunate in being too late,’ he said without a smile. I said I thought he did not care for dancing, that it was one more thing to bore him.


‘Yes, but I have not begun to dance with you,’ he drawled. ‘You make dancing a new thing. As you make archery.’ It was another of his considered utterances – between pauses as if in parenthesis, a cool compliment, like a morsel thrown for a dog who might please itself about ignoring it or picking it up.


I asked if novelty was always agreeable to him.


‘No, not always.’


‘Then I don’t know whether to feel flattered or not. When you once had danced with me there would be no more novelty in it.’


‘On the contrary,’ Grandcourt said. ‘There would probably be much more.’


‘That is deep. I don’t understand.’


‘It is difficult to make Miss Harleth understand her power,’ he said to mamma, who smiled at me and replied, ‘I think she does not generally strike people as slow to understand.’


‘Mamma,’ I said with self-deprecating delight, ‘I am adorably stupid and want everything explained to me when the meaning is pleasant.’


‘If you are stupid, I admit stupidity is adorable,’ Grandcourt rejoindered.


*


Such was our pretty exchange. What a light flirtation it was. Interest shown, conquest achieved. Grandcourt’s stamp of purchase was put upon me. I saw delight in mamma’s face. And then, in one of those chance happenings we view at least as serendipity and at most as fate, I had space on my card for the next quadrille. Lady Brackenshaw came up to say Clintock was au désespoir but his father the archdeacon had called him home on some all-important matter.
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