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Chapter 1


There was a secret—something to do with men and women. Grown-ups knew it; and servants knew it, too. At least, Annie certainly did. And since servants were more vulnerable than other adults, Abigail decided that Annie was going to yield this secret.


It happened one winter day in London when Abigail went out to pay a call in the carriage. The horse cast a shoe, and she sent the coachman, Dilks, to have it reshod while she paid her call. Knowing Dilks’ fondness for a drop, she sent Annie along to keep him out of mischief.


In the coachman’s case the trick had worked—he had taken drink all right, but not enough to show any effect. But poor Annie, who had matched him glass for glass, and who lacked his practised capacity, had well and truly lost the edge of her sobriety.


At first, Abigail did not realize that this was her chance. The Secret was far from her thoughts. The whiff of gin shocked her. She turned on the maid: “Annie, you’ve been drinking!”


The girl giggled, but Abigail could see that she was terrified. That terror halted her; she was caught between the righteousness of her anger and what she imagined was a tolerant worldliness.


She had been angry with servants before, of course, but always as a child of the house. Here the situation was hers to be mistress of—but what sort of mistress? Stern, pious, unbending? Aloof and condescending? She had never been either of those. Tolerant worldliness—a weary worldliness—seemed the most inviting, and the most like her.


“Why on earth do you drink gin?” she said. “It’s such a tipple.”


Annie smiled weakly with relief. “I didn’t want to,” she said. “But I thought I’d stand a better chance o’ gettin’ who’s’sname, Dilks, out the public if I went in with him like, my lady.”


The thought of such forbidden behaviour made Abigail wistful. “Isn’t it funny, Annie—you can be so free and yet I’m like a prisoner.”


The maid giggled again. “It’s ’cos you got to keep your jewels, isn’t it!”


“But I haven’t come out with any jewels.”


Annie clapped her hands and screamed with laughter. Abigail, feeling acutely shut out, wished she had played the stem, unbending mistress when she had the chance.


That was when she remembered The Secret. Suddenly she knew that Annie’s laughter was about The Secret. Here was her chance to find out. She smiled in a way that she knew would provoke the girl first to silence and then to curiosity: a smile of pleasure relived.


“Oh, Annie,” she asked, “did you ever let a man kiss you?”


“Did I!” Annie chuckled. “I should just say so.” Then, remembering why she was there, she asked with tipsy sternness: “And who, may I ask, has been a-kissing of you, my lady?”


Abigail smiled complicitly. “Oh come, where’s the harm?”


“Harm! Where’s the harm! Don’t you know the harm?”


“A little kiss? A few kisses? A few tender embraces? I can see no harm in that.”


“Hah!” Annie exploded. “That’s how it begins. But we all know where it may lead, your ladyship.”


“I’m sure I don’t, Annie. A few more kisses, and a few more?”


“Ah—and then!”


“Yes, Annie? And then?”


“Then they’ve got you.”


“Where?”


“Right where they want you.”


“What nonsense!” Abigail was disappointed. The Secret evaporated as fast as they uncovered it.


Annie looked at her uncertainly. “You mean you really don’t know? No one never told you?”


“They might have, and I might have forgotten.”


Annie laughed. “Not that, you wouldn’t. Well, here’s a pickle, I must say.”


“What?”


“Well, I don’t think it’s right, being in ignorance. Dangerous, I’d call it.” She looked at Abigail again. “Straight? You really don’t know?”


“I don’t believe you know either, Annie. You’re just pretending.”


Annie grinned wickedly. “If I was to say, ‘He worked the hairy oracle’ … If I was to say, ‘He put Nebuchadnezzar out to graze’ … If I was to say, ‘She’s seen the elephant … got jack-in-the-bush … been shot twixt wind and water’ …” At each circumlocution she looked at Abigail for some spark of recognition. But Abigail’s bafflement merely revived the comedy in the words—a comedy that usage had long since staled. Annie laughed. “Why, you ain’t got no idea what I’m on about, have you!”


Abigail seethed with resentment. Most annoying of all, the words seemed so rich in meaning, making her feel that she hovered at the very rim of enlightenment. Something within her—something below or beyond the reach of conscious thought—actually understood what Annie was driving at. That unreachable part of her would not be surprised at whatever new truths were about to emerge.


Annie was suddenly glum. “Strike me! I don’t know as if I should tell you.”


“I’ll never tell anyone of it if you do.”


“God’s honour? If Lady Wharfedale was to hear …”


“I’ll never breathe a word.” Abigail leaned forward, smiling eagerly to encourage the girl.


“Well …” Annie sniggered. “It’s what men and women best like doing together. And boys and gels. And lords and ladies, I don’t doubt. It’s your national indoor game, the four-leg frolic, taking on beef. … You sure you don’t know, my lady?”


“Not these words. Do get on, Annie. Why d’you beat about the bush so!”


Annie laughed uproariously. “You could say that,” she added. “Beat about the bush! Oh yes! You could say that all right.” Then seeing Abigail’s anger, she went on hastily: “It’s when men and women get off their clothes and lie together. Now d’you know?”


Abigail stared at her, open-mouthed. She did know! Or part of her did know. Part of her was surfacing with that knowledge, leaving the rest of her aghast.


“You know how we’re different from them? Well—put that difference together. There now—I can’t say it nicer.”


“Difference?” Abigail said—though, of course, she knew the difference. On their holidays in Connemara she and her eight brothers and sisters had always swum au naturel. She knew the difference very well.


“Where we go in, they … stick out. Put it together.”


“But why?”


Annie smiled, not at her young mistress but at something a hundred miles away. “I daresay it’s the greatest fun we ever have.”


“But you said it was dangerous.”


The word brought Annie back to the here and now. She clutched at Abigail’s arm. “And so it is, my lady. For that’s how we make new feet for baby stockings. What passes then from them to us at such times is what quickens us.”


Abigail gulped audibly. “Like animals!”


“Yes, of course.” Annie looked affronted. “You said you never knew.”


“Well, I knew about animals, naturally.” She gazed out at the passing houses—those houses her mother’s property firm had built, the houses she despised so heartily—and a new element of horror was suddenly added to them.


For now she saw those thin, fallen-chested clerks and their pasty, adenoidal wives lying naked side by side in all those mean upstairs rooms, doing what bulls and cows did, doing what stallions and mares did, and daring to say—like Annie—that it was the greatest fun they ever had. It was … loathsome, noisome … noxious. It was vile.


She looked back at Annie, bearer of these dreadful tidings. “Have you—did you—ever?” she asked, blushing hotly.


Annie licked her lower lip uncertainly. “Is it truth you want, my lady? Or a servant’s answer?”


“A servant should always be truthful.”


Annie laughed bitterly. “And there’s many a servant gel now walking the streets for no more than a telling of the simple truth.”


Walking the streets! The full meaning of that phrase now struck Abigail. One saw the girls everywhere, of course—or rather, one saw them and did not see them. They were never discussed, yet were constantly written about in the newspapers. The Social Evil. The Great Evil. So that’s who they were! Dismissed servant girls who, having nothing to lose, had abandoned themselves to “the greatest fun we ever have”!


“Well, I shall never dismiss you for telling the truth, Annie,” she said.


Annie considered the promise before she continued. “I was born in Hackney, my lady. Our dad was a billposter, which pays about half a farthing above portering. We were in and out the workhouse all our lives and when we were out, like as not we’d have a room, just one room, for all ten of us—and we’d have to keep a lodger, or starve. Sometimes we starved even with a lodger.”


“But my mother said you came from an orphanage.”


“That’s right, my lady. When a family goes into a workhouse, the father goes to the men’s, the mother to the women’s, and the young ’uns to the orphanage. Last time we was in was ten months. I never seen our dad, nor—”


“But how dreadful! Your parents simply abandoned you? They made no attempt to see you?”


“Course they didn’t! It would’ve been death to them.”


“Death!”


“They’d’ve been slung out, wouldn’t they? And never no more let back.”


“Just for trying to see you?”


“Or each other. I’ve heard tell of a soft work ’us over the river where men and wives may speak through iron gratings six foot apart, that they may not touch, but I never did see it.”


“Oh, Annie!” Abigail involuntarily clutched the girl’s hand and squeezed it. “I had no idea.”


“Huh!” Annie was bragging now. “We were like kings compared to some. But to answer your question, my lady, when ten shares a room they cannot keep secret what has been kept secret from you until now. Nor may they preserve the jewels such as you have preserved.”


Luckily for Abigail it was several days before Annie’s meaning broke through the still-considerable mists of bafflement and semi-understanding. She was thoughtful and silent for so long that Annie eventually had to say, “I hope but what I did right, my lady. Speaking as I did.”


Abigail fixed her with the most earnest gaze and said, “I want you always to tell me the truth, Annie. I intend to be a writer, as you know. And there are so many things to find out that I cannot find out in books. Like these things you have told me. I need to know them all.”


Annie smiled and relaxed, promising she would always tell the unvarnished truth when it was demanded of her.


At that moment they happened to be passing down Piccadilly, near the end of their journey home. To test this new resolve, Abigail pointed at all the gaudy women who are seen and not seen. “These—creatures,” she said. “They are what you’re talking about, too.”


Annie looked out at them with something in her eye that was neither contempt nor envy but a bit of both. “That’s the money side of it,” she said.


“Money?”


“They go with gentlemen, they do what the gentlemen like, and the gentlemen pay them. That’s the way of it.”


“Oh.” Abigail was feeling weak at this surfeit of revelation.


“Half hour from now,” Annie said, pointing at a girl who had just taken on a man, “that gel—that blowsabella, as we call them—will be richer by as much as I earn in a week—maybe two weeks.”


“But why!”


“Makes you think, don’t it!”


“I don’t understand it.”


“Men go mad to lift a gel’s skirts. There’s times when they’d do anything to get across us. Why, in my last place …” She glanced nervously at Abigail, wondering if perhaps honesty might already have reached its bounds for today.


But Abigail was looking out of the carriage window in disgust. “You mean that—that girl doesn’t know that man? Has never seen him before?”


“Probably not.”


“Oh, but how dreadful! How can she?”


“As long as there’s gentlemen prowling like the wolves they are, she can.”


“Gentlemen? What gentlemen? What do you know of gentlemen? I have been to many dances with gentlemen and have talked for hours with gentlemen of every kind at my mother’s salons, and never have I received so much as a hint of any of this. I begin to doubt all you have told me now.”


Annie smiled tolerantly. “Not to you. Of course they wouldn’t show it. But where d’you think they work it off! They try to get about us servants in dark corners. And they come down here to the West End. And the East End. And North and South Ends, too, if there are such places. For there’s gay women and gay houses everywhere.”


“Stop it!” Abigail commanded. “I don’t want to hear any more of this.”


She was trembling and unaccountably near to tears as she ran up the front steps of Hamilton Place to the secure and, she fancied, innocent warmth of her mother’s drawing room.




Chapter 2


Her mother was busy, as always. She was either at her property company, or at her banker’s, or sitting on the committee for this or the committee for that—or sometimes, on a whim, she would even take the train down to Maran Hill, their country place near Hertford, and surprise the servants there. Abigail, alone in the drawing room at teatime, ate a little cinnamon toast, drank a small cup of China tea, and then went up to her room.


There she read the entire manuscript—all one hundred and thirty pages—of a children’s story she was writing; and as she finished each page she crumpled it and threw it in the wastepaper basket. This was by no means the first such orgy of destruction; indeed, she had lost count of the number of times the manuscript had swelled to a respectable, serious thickness only to dwindle again to a mere sheet or two.


But there was a difference between this and previous orgies: On those earlier occasions she was destroying evidence (as it had seemed to her) of her own incompetence or lack of inspiration; this time she was acknowledging something far greater—the passing of her own innocence, or naivety, as she now saw it to be. Her life, her perception of life, would certainly never be the same from this day on; so her writing had better make a new start, too.


At heart, though, it was the same perfectionism that drove her, then and earlier, to destroy; for Abigail was a perfectionist of the very worst kind—the pessimistic kind. For all that she was only eighteen, she had no illusions about the world and people. The world, she knew (had always known), was mean and shoddy; people would always let you down—in the end, everyone would let you down. Her search for perfection was thus a kind of terror; when small things went wrong she read their failure as an omen that the ultimate disappointments were about to descend upon her. So by eradicating those small imperfections she kept the larger ones at bay.


No one understood it. The received wisdom in the family was that Abbie behaved as she did out of a kind of inferiority: If she demanded only the best, she imagined the world would overlook her own imperfections. Only Winifred, the eldest, sensed that the true reasons lay deeper, that Abigail was in some way merely justifying herself to herself; the world’s opinion did not come into it.


When Abigail had begun writing her story, the previous year, Winifred had been her most admiring and encouraging reader. And Abigail, for her part, had been so astonished at such praise—for Winifred was by nature most sparing of praise (as any girl in her school, or any teacher on her staff, would vouch)—that she became absurdly dependent on Winifred’s visits and Winifred’s encouragement. But the praise was heartfelt. Winifred truly (and, as later events showed, rightly) believed her sister’s tale was the product of a delightful and original talent.


But not all the praise nor all the encouragement she could lavish would prevent Abigail from destroying a page that was not—to her mind—perfect.


“Why?” Winifred would ask furiously when she discovered that some passage she had admired was now no more.


Usually it was because something—a phrase, or even a single word—had displeased Abigail.


“Then cross it out. Write over the top. Use a different colour ink.”


“No!”


“You don’t have to scrap the whole page.”


“I do.”


“I’m sure you’d find Dickens’ manuscripts, or any writer’s manuscripts, a mass of crossings out and misspellings and corrections.”


“But not mine.”


“No! Not yours!” Winifred’s scorn—so effective on everyone else—rarely worked on Abigail. “At this rate you’ll never finish,” she said once.


“Life is long,” Abigail answered.


“No dear. That’s Art. Ars longa, vita brevis. Life is the short one.”


“Vita Brevis! What a splendid name for a character! She’d be a fizzy, bubbling girl, wouldn’t she! She’d depart from every scene trailing gorgeous cataracts of fire and laughter, leaving everyone else a bit flat … giving them the feeling that the real fun will be wherever she’s going next—don’t you think?” And she laughed.


Privately Winifred thought that was just the sort of girl Abigail would love to be.


Fortunately Abigail was not at all perfectionist in her destructions. She did not tear her rejected pages into little shreds but merely crumpled and discarded them, leaving them for the maids to pick up.


It was toward the end of the summer of 1864, when Winifred was first setting up her school, The Girls’ College, Highgate, that she entered a conspiracy with the maids to salvage these crumpled sheets and give them to her whenever she called in at home. But for that subterfuge, Abigail’s book would never have been finished, much less published.


And the course of their lives would have been quite different.




Chapter 3


In 1863 Highgate was a remote village, as far out of London as Hampstead. In fact, both villages, Hampstead and Highgate, stood at opposite ends of that long, high ridge which defined every Londoner’s northern skyline. Healthy and bracing, it reared above the dreadful pea-soup fogs that could clamp down around the smoke of a million coal fires and choke even the chirpiest cockney spirit. And when summer filled the bowl of the city with the stink of sewage (and with the fear of its pale horseman, cholera), the village of Highgate rode in the fresh country air that topped the miasma. “As healthy,” Winifred told the girls’ parents, “as the Yorkshire dales.”


In that first summer of 1864 there were a lot more parents than there were, finally, girls. When people heard that Lady Winifred Stevenson was about to start a new boarding school for girls, they flocked to enrol their daughters. True, Lady Winifred was only twenty-three years old; but she was by all accounts a remarkable young woman. Her mother, the Countess of Wharfedale, was one of the leaders of London Society—or rather, since London has dozens of societies, a leading patron of artists, musicians, and men of science. She was forever in the papers and the ladies’ journals.


Her father, too, was an extraordinary man. Now the Earl of Wharfedale, he had started life as plain John Stevenson, a railway navvy, from which level he had risen to become the most notable civil-engineering contractor in the country before he had entered public life. He was always sitting on commissions or running the most delicate and secret errands for the government. The ideal non-party man, he had the ear of every prime minister. The Prince Consort, they said, used to listen more to him than to anyone. They also said (excusing themselves for venturing on a topic so vulgar) that the Earl was one of the richest men in the world—and that the Countess, Nora, was even richer, though she, too, had started from very humble origins.


And on the academic side (which, of course, one must not entirely forget—even in the education of girls), Lady Winifred had taken all the honours in the Cambridge public exams. Moreover, she had taught for a while at Cheltenham Ladies’ College under no less a person than Miss Beale. All in all, Lady Winifred had everything in her—and her new college’s—favour.


To be sure, there was an ugly whisper about a rather protracted visit to France the previous year—no one knew why … and she certainly had not been seen in French Society at that time. But then you know how people’s tongues love to wag, especially to devise a scandal where there is none.


And her fees, at £15 a year, were surprisingly modest.


So people flocked to enrol their daughters. But to their annoyance, they found a school that, in every particular, either failed to meet, or ran absolutely (one would almost say wilfully) counter to, their expectations.


“But you do teach the accomplishments?” one exasperated father was moved to ask after Winifred had outlined the Highgate curriculum.


She suppressed a sigh, knowing she had already lost this parent. Nothing short of the complete reversal of all she believed in would bring his daughter to Highgate.


“Accomplishments?” she asked.


“Yes. Needlework, you know. Watercolours. Flowers. Foreign lingos. That sort of thing.”


“We certainly teach foreign languages. Up to six hours a week, in fact. And most girls will do an hour’s needlework and an hour at art study.”


“An hour! I had expected, Lady Winifred, that you would say a day. If not two days.”


“No, Mr. Dale, an hour. There is no time for more.”


Dale looked at the printed curriculum in his hand. “Forgive me, Lady Winifred, forgive me for saying this, but it does very strongly resemble the curriculum for a boys’ school, don’t you know.”


“Better, I hope, Mr. Dale. I doubt a boys’ school would devote six hours to French and German. Or seven to mathematics. Or five to natural history. Or only three to classical studies.”


Dale sighed. “It is a very … modern … er—I—”


“It was Edmund Burke,” Winifred intervened, “who said ‘a great empire and little minds go ill together.’” She held him pinned with her stare. “The girls of Highgate will be the wives and mothers of the leaders of our empire, Mr. Dale. To fill their heads with stitchery and coloured daubs would be ill-preparation indeed for such a role. …”


“I almost had him then,” she told her mother that evening. “He distinctly wavered.”


“Of course he did,” Nora answered. “It is a very good point.”


“I have won several parents with it—you know, people who come looking for a cheap way to turn out and finish off their middle-class missies, and who presume—”


“But not Mr. Dale?”


“No. I could see a sort of terror in his eye as he realized there might actually be something in the argument. He didn’t know what to do then. Should he bring on this girl to be fit for an imperial match … or would that be to risk being left with a pert, assertive, forward hussy whom no man in his right mind would marry?”


“And of course he is right, dear,” Nora said solemnly. “A spinster daughter past marrying age is a terrible burden for many parents.”


Winifred laughed. “You speak from experience!”


Nora grinned smugly, half closing her eyes.


“May I have a peach?” Winifred asked.


“You still have room? After all you ate at dinner?”


Winifred weighed the peach undecidedly, as if she had not considered whether she was actually hungry.


“Don’t let yourself run to fat, dear,” Nora said, serious again. “You used to be so beautiful and slender.”


“You mean”—Winifred would not join in her seriousness—“if I eat as I like, then I never will marry!”


“No. Do it just for your own sake. I hate all these indolent, spreading women. They’re only half alive, most of them. They leave me exhausted just to look at them.”


Winifred sighed, but she put back the peach. “You have the best chef in London, they say. How do you stay so thin?”


“But that is the whole point of having a good chef. If one is to eat only morsels, each one must tell.”


“I think Steamer has plans to entice Anton from you.”


“Caspar! He’d never dare.” But the suggestion alarmed her. Caspar, her young son, now master of half the family business, usually got what he wanted. “Besides, he and Linny already have an excellent cook.”


“But not for this absurd palace they are planning. The latest count is two hundred and eighty rooms, you know. With a whole suite for a chef. That’s not going to be for their present cook, however excellent she may be.”


“Anton would never leave.” She didn’t want to talk about it any more. And Winifred, who was driven enough by her own ambitions to be quite insensitive to those of others—insensitive enough to mention the possible loss of London’s finest chef as a topic of mere passing interest—unconsciously obliged her. “Would you say,” she asked, “that I am pert, or assertive, or forward?”


“Yes.”


“Oh.”


“But you’re a headmistress. And a member of the aristocracy. You’d be failing if you were not the dreadful person you are.”


Winifred laughed and shook her mother’s arm. “I meant it as a serious question.”


“Oh? Are you wondering then why you’re not married?”


“You know why. Until women may have property independently of their husbands, I could not risk …”


“I know, dear. I will try to be serious. Why did you ask?”


“I mean, even the most honourable and best-intentioned husband could be bankrupted through no fault of his own, and then my school would …”


“I know.” Nora did not repeat her long-standing offer to set up the school as a trust so as to remove this barrier to Winifred’s possible marriage. She knew that from the moment the girl had decided to give her life to teaching, she had put aside all thought of marriage. This business about married women’s property, though true enough, was a justification she kept, so to speak, at the front of her mind, to stifle any deeper questioning of her motives. “Why did you ask if you were forward?”


Winifred did not at once answer. The street noises began to intrude—the clip-clop of horse hooves, the ring of iron tyres on cobblestones. Someone at Apsley House was ill and the servants had put out straw and rushes to deaden the racket. With your ear, and your mind’s eye, you could follow a vehicle up from Hyde Park Corner, then lose it as it fell into that sound-limbo of straw, then pick it up again as it dwindled away along Piccadilly.


“Oh dear,” Winifred said ruefully. “Here we are, barely begun, and already I’m beginning to doubt the wisdom of what I’m doing.”


“Be thankful for that. It’s when you cease to doubt that you should—”


“Thank you, Mama dear. Very proper and correct. But I mean real doubt. Not a casual sort of ‘I wonder—hum-hum.’”


“Why? In what way?”


“It’s my argument with Father all over again—you remember when I first went to teach at Cheltenham? He hated the very idea of my teaching, but if I had to, then he wanted the work at least to be honorary. And of course I didn’t need the money, so it was very hard to put a convincing argument against him. And I think even Miss Beale was a little contemptuous of me for taking a salary. But I had to. You understand, don’t you?”


Nora smiled, like one who avoids a trap. “I understand why you felt you had to take a salary.”


“And you agreed!”


“Since you felt so passionately, I agreed it was right for you. But I would not have condemned any other girl for taking a different course.”


Winifred’s laugh conceded the unprofitability of this line. “You’ll never come down off that fence, I suppose.”


“Not until it’s rewarding to do so. Or expedient. I’m not much moved by the moral argument. But I know you felt that if you turned the work of teaching into a sort of honorary hobby, you’d be taking bread out of—”


“The point is,” Winifred cut in eagerly, “that three out of every four teachers are women. Most of them are daughters of tradesmen and artisans. They need the money. No! It isn’t money. Money isn’t that important—it’s only a barometer. What I mean is that teaching is one of the few honourable ways a woman has to an independent life.”


“Lots of women keep shops.”


“One shopkeeper in five, if you want to be precise. And they start with capital, or an inheritance or something. I’m talking about women. Womankind. Not a lucky few. Teaching—the teaching profession, if that doesn’t make you laugh—is our Trojan horse. It’s going to be the way up for countless women. Up onto a plateau from where we’ll spread outwards into other jobs. There are ninety-five thousand office clerks in this country—d’you know how many are women? Three hundred! Yet there’s over three and a half million women at work up and down the land—and you know where most of them are: wherever there’s muck and no money!”


“And in some obscure way,” Nora challenged, “this impressive display of statistical research has led you to have second thoughts about your curriculum?” She let her tongue linger on her lip. Secretly Winifred the Campaigner always excited her. All her life Winifred had been a solemn, studious, earnest girl—frequently childish in the way that only highly intellectual people can be childish; but she always took care to master a subject before she spoke of it to others. And on any subject she had mastered she was always impressive—in that unanswerable way which frightened off potential husbands by the sackful.


“Yes—no! Well, in a way. What I mean is that more and more women of the artisan and tradesmen’s classes are going to get education and independence. It can’t be long now before we have universal and compulsory schooling for all children. My God! We’ll be the last civilized country to do so. Already the schooling given to girls of the lower classes is vastly superior to the useless mixture of mindless accomplishments and trivia drilled into middle-class girls at vast expense. What I’m saying is that this country will soon face the paradox of having a discontented and angry regiment of well-educated women of the poorer classes—and where may they look for a lead, eh? To the ignorant, fatuous, empty-headed hoydens who are allegedly their social superiors?”


The point of Winifred’s argument suddenly struck Nora. “But,” she said, aghast, “what you wish to do, then, is to educate girls of good class into that same state of anger and discontent!”


“Exactly!” Winifred said excitedly. Then she sank her head into her hands and repeated, in despair, the selfsame word: “Exactly!”


“You tell the parents this? Before you take their fees?”


“Some.”


“You mean, I suppose, that you tell the ones who you know already agree with you!”


“I tell everyone exactly what sort of daughter they may expect to get back. They must draw their own conclusions.”


“But is that fair? You have given the subject a great deal more thought than they. It’s a kind of intellectual bullying.”


“If they’re too stupid, or too lazy, or too impressionable to see where the choice may lead, is it my duty to guide them?” Winifred broke into laughter even before she had finished speaking, for she knew she had picked exactly the argument her mother would find unanswerable. To make the point doubly certain, she added, “Caveat emptor—let the buyer beware—surely. In education as in everything else.”


“Well …” Nora dipped her head, conceding. “We seem to have resolved your ethical doubts at least.”


Winifred’s face fell. “Not at all. It’s the girls, don’t you see. I have no qualms about the parents. But the girls … Here is young Jane, who could be taught embroidery, dancing, music, and sketching, and grow up frivolous and empty-headed, and marry a gay hussar, and lead a life of mindless domestic tranquility. Or I can teach her, first that she has a mind (which most girls find hard to believe of themselves), then how to use it, and she will grow up to be contemptuous of most other women (or pitying—which is as bad). She will suffer them badly, and frighten the men and dogs and horses, and in general be a thorough misfit.”


Nora would have had no such qualms. To her the happiness of Winifred was worth ten thousand other blighted lives. “It is not your concern,” she said with vast assurance. “They are their parents’ responsibility as far as that choice goes.”


“I haven’t told you the nub of it yet. The real point is that if women—women as a class—are ever going to change their station—our station—we are going to need thousands of such misfits. Need their intellect, their money, their social position, their contempt or pity for their sisters—and, not least, their ability to frighten men and other animals. Their discontent will be the steam to drive our engine forward. From station to station.” She laughed at her own pun, but with little humour.


“Not a school, but a hotbed of discontent,” Nora said.


“A seedbed of Womanism!”


“Whatever that may be.”


“Yes. I often wonder what it’s going to be.” This time her laugh was genuine.


At that moment Abigail came in, so innocently that Winifred’s eyes narrowed at once. “Have you been eavesdropping?”


“You bray like Stentor. It’s hard to avoid.” She took the peach Winifred had earlier toyed with. “Anyway, I see no dilemma.”


“Oh?” Winifred was torn between a desire to have someone—anyone—lay out an answer to her ethical doubts, and a lifelong unwillingness to accord any wisdom whatever to her younger sister.


“Yes. Who says the average ill-educated girl is happy with her gay hussar? Only three-decker novelists. And what’s wrong with discontent? Especially if it leads you to do something. You’ve swallowed the very notion of happiness you reject as the proper goal for a modern woman!”


Nora laughed and clapped her hands. Abigail had not one-tenth of Winifred’s persistence or intellectual rigor; she could never master a subject with that utter thoroughness of Winifred’s. But every now and then she had these flashes of insight that were worth a year of plodding inquiry. Even now, as she spoke the words that would surely banish all of Winifred’s qualms, she seemed much more interested in skinning the peach without getting its juice all over her.


Winifred stared at Abigail, mouth open, testing her words for flaws and finding none.


“Cause and effect,” Abigail said absently, still working fastidiously at the peach skin. “If the cause is right, we must pursue it with all our heart, and leave the effects to God.”


Winifred stood and ran across the room to her sister. “Abbie! You angel! You are so very, very right, of course!” And she hugged her.


Abigail looked at the spilled peach juice on her arms and Winifred’s hands. “Some of the effects, anyway,” she said solemnly.




Chapter 4


The heavy rain was a mere squall at the leading edge of the shower. Abigail stood beneath the cedar, halfway up the driveway to Winifred’s school, and watched it pass, a filmy sheet of gray falling with a tender slowness on slate roofs and among bare branches. It unfurled wetness on Parliament Hill, over Gospel Oak, Tufnell Park, Kentish Town … on into London. The names, not the cold, made her shudder: those ghastly suburbs, filled with ghastly houses, all built and rented by her mother. Worth eight million one day soon, she said. Abigail wouldn’t have given a penny for them, those awful furnished tombs where lives were whiled away in furtive cheeseparing and carefully graded public show.


A few nights ago, when Winnie had spoken of those foolish qualms to their mother, the vision of domestic bliss that had presented itself to eavesdropping Abigail was the loathsome one-percent life in those pinched, meanly grand houses of her mother’s where men and women behaved like bulls and cows. It seemed absurd that anyone could have qualms about rescuing girls from such a destiny. She had wanted to say as much, but thought it would hurt their mother, and so had made her point another way.


The light shower followed the rain down the hill to London. Patches of blue showed between the clouds, but of the sun there was no sign. In that cold, blue light everything seemed to be made of pewter or lead. Abigail looked around before lifting her skirts ever so slightly to step out over a patch of mud at the edge of the drive. But at that moment she became aware of someone else, also sheltering under a branch. The tree was a large, spreading cedar and the other person, a girl of about her own age, was at the farther end of its shade. She came smiling toward Abigail.


“You could paint it all with chalk and soot,” the girl said. “But I wouldn’t advise it. Not here. Don’t let them catch you painting here!” She laughed and took Abigail’s arm, walking her toward the school. “You’re new, aren’t you? Well, of course, we all are. But you are very new. I am Celia Addison.”


“I am Lady Winifred’s younger sister Abigail.”


Celia dropped her arm at once.


Abigail smiled. “But that doesn’t mean I’m her spy. I’d treasure anything scurrilous you may have to say about her. Have you an older sister, Celia?”


“Yes.” Celia smiled too.


“Then you’ll understand, I’m sure.”


Celia laughed and took Abigail’s arm again. “Don’t say you’ve come here voluntarily! Was she always such a gorgon, at home I mean?”


“Gorgon?”


“Oh yes, everyone here goes in dread of her, you know. Aren’t you all terrified of her?”


“Well, that’s interesting, but hardly scurrilous.”


Celia shrugged. “I suppose that means she isn’t. It’s so hard to imagine her as anyone’s sister. Or daughter either. I’ve always thought of Lady Winifred as having come into the world already fully grown. Do you go to school? How old are you, Abigail?”


“I was eighteen at Christmas.”


“I’m going to be eighteen this summer.”


“We had a tutor. He was drunk most of the time, but he was also a very brilliant man. Winnie and he used to talk Latin and Greek—conversations, you know—when she was twelve.”


“Winnie!” Celia dared only to whisper the name. Then she giggled. “It’s devastatingly unimaginable!”


“He doesn’t teach me now. Only the younger children. I just read all the time. Read and read and read. I adore it, don’t you? I read anything. I want to read the whole of English Literature before I’m twenty. I do three books a week. In summer I can do five when there’s more light.”


Still arm in arm they walked past the old house—once a private asylum—that formed the nucleus of the Girls’ College. The path stopped abruptly at a river of clay mud, the demarcation line between building workers and girls.


“We’re allowed to come as far as this, but we have to turn back at once,” Celia said.


Abigail appeared not to hear her. “These are our own workers building this, I suppose you know. My mother calls it my father’s ‘penance.’ He’s paying all the wages and costs.”


Celia looked in agitation at the old house, at Lady Winifred’s window. “Why ‘penance’?” she asked, tugging Abigail’s arm.


But Abigail did not move. “There, now I’ve told you something disreputable about her. You owe me that.”


“Come on!” Celia said. And only when Abigail, at last, began to move back toward the house, did she relax herself sufficiently to add: “What’s disreputable? I don’t understand that at all.”


“Our father wanted her to marry. A foul, detestable young man, too. And when she refused, he kidnapped her and sent—”


“The awful young man?” Celia asked.


“No! The Earl. Her father. He kidnapped her from my mother’s house—because the Countess took her part, of course—and he sent her away to an odious private prison in France, an école corrective et tempérante. But in the end he had to relent, because all Winnie ever wanted to do was teach. Now he’s building the school for her. It’s like a sort of penance, isn’t it?”


Celia stopped in the middle of this story and stared openmouthed; then her eyes narrowed: “Are you making it up?”


“Of course not.” Abigail was annoyed. “If I was, d’you think I couldn’t do a lot better than that?”


Celia, afraid of that anger, took Abigail’s arm again and squeezed it. “Of course I believe you. How exciting it must be to have such stormy lives. You are lucky. My mother’s greatest dramas are about when to go from black to purple mourning or who took a quarter pound of cheese from the pantry!”


“And your father?”


“Papa doesn’t have dramas. His lips go white and he takes his hat, his coat, his leave, and a cab.” They both laughed. “That’s what my brother Peter always says. I’d adore you to meet him, he’s such great fun!”


Abigail, who had stiffened at this trespass on their slight intimacy, forced herself to relax. You have to meet lots of people, she told herself. Every writer has to.


“But fancy Lady Winifred refusing an offer of marriage!” Celia went on. “I’m sure I’ll never have such a chance. I’ll have to take whoever offers.”


Now it was Abigail who stared openmouthed. “But why?”


“Because both Papa and Mama say it is so. There’s a great surplus of females, they say. The men have the pick now, and we shan’t get two chances—we may not even get one.”


Abigail pulled her arm from Celia’s grasp. “You fool,” she shouted, stamping her foot in anger. “You stupid fool!”


Celia looked back at her in horror at this sudden reversal of mood; then she burst into tears and ran away.


A sash window screeched up. It left a black space in the red brick. And there, framed in that black, was Winifred. “Abigail. Will you come in here, please,” she commanded. She hauled the protesting window down again without waiting for an answer.


Abigail smiled at the wizened rose hips and rusty heads of shrivelled hydrangea that bordered her way to the private front door.


“Where is your chaperone?” Winifred asked at once.


“I made them wait by the gate.”


“They should first have delivered you to the door. That is quite unforgiveable.”


“I wanted to walk.”


Winifred made an angry face. “Want? What you want has nothing to do with it. You just mustn’t get into the habit of sending whoever is chaperoning you away—however justified the errand. You mustn’t get the reputation for doing that sort of thing.”


“Sorry, Winnie.” Abigail smiled disarmingly. “I felt the chances of being socially compromised on the front drive of the Highgate Girls’ College were fairly slender.”


“It has nothing to do with being socially compromised.”


“With what, then?”


Winifred coloured. “If you don’t know, just take it on trust.”


That blush and the heightened pitch of Winifred’s voice alerted Abigail: This was part of The Secret! My God, that’s what they were afraid of! That’s what all this chaperoning was for! To stop her and some man from “putting the difference together,” or “letting Nebuchadnezzar out to graze” (whatever that meant). How little they knew her!


Winifred went on: “What did you say to upset young Celia Addison like that?”


Abigail sat on a stiffly upholstered and very upright chair. “How can you live in this fireless cell! Miss Celia Addison upset me, as a matter of fact.”


“So you struck back as only you know how.”


“It is her view that every girl is obliged to marry the first man who asks her, because women are in a surplus. Is that true?”


“Yes. There are between half and three-quarters of a million more of us. That’s another reason why it’s so important not to compromise your reputation.”


Abigail closed her eyes and shook her head; but it was a gesture of pity, not of defiance. “I could have the pick of two dozen,” she said. “And I’ll turn them all down. And silly little Celia would take anyone.” She laughed bitterly. “Life may be hard, but some people don’t do much to soften it for themselves, do they!”


Winifred smiled, trying to keep any hint of patronage out of her voice. “How can you possibly know that! You could be swept up tomorrow.”


“I know I won’t be. The same way I know if I like strawberries or not. Or if I really believe in God. Or if a page is worth keeping or crumpling. It’s only your kind of knowledge one acquires. All the really important knowledge one is born with.”


Winifred glared at her, trying to be angry; but in the end she burst into unwilling laughter, looking guiltily over her own shoulder as she did so.


“Oh, Abbie, Steamer always says how easy it is to become angry with you, and how difficult to stay angry.”


“I can’t think why.” Abigail shrugged, unable to handle the compliment—indeed, uncertain that it was a compliment.


The carriage drew up outside.


“For the same reason that one cannot sustain one’s anger at a child. What are you going to do when you grow up?”


“Grow up some more, I hope.”


Winifred sighed with half-despairing humour and then grew serious once more. “When you say you won’t marry—I hope that has nothing to do with my decision not to marry?”


Abigail puckered her face in a would-be wicked grin. “To be sure, it has not. We are like Mr. Dangle and Shakespeare—two minds hit upon the same thought, and Shakespeare made use of it first, that’s all.”


“Because it would be extremely silly if that were the case. I have every good reason for staying unattached.”


“So have I. Excellent reasons, if you must know.”


“Yes,” Winifred said firmly. “I would very much like to know.”


Abigail was suddenly flustered. She had not meant to open up the subject at all. “The book,” she said. “Lord knows when I’ll finish that.”


Normally it would have deflected Winifred; any mention of the book made her eager. But not this time; now she sensed something bigger and more important behind Abigail’s assertion—and her confusion. She stared Abigail out, making her speak again.


“I don’t want to have anything to do with men,” Abigail said defiantly.


“Oh? Why not? This misanthropy is something new. What are you reading at the moment?”


Abigail tossed her head. “That has nothing to do with it. It’s simply that I’ve found out—something.”


“What?”


“I’ve found out—that I just don’t want to marry. That’s all.”


Winifred smiled, greatly relieved. “Oh! Well if that’s all!”


This direct devaluation of what Abigail considered the most profound and permanent decision of her life stung her into saying what she would otherwise never have said: “I’ve found out why men and women are—as they are. Why they are different. And I think it’s appalling.”


Winifred’s smile vanished, replaced by a great pity, deep and tender. She rose and came quickly to her sister, taking her by the hand. Later she thought of all the things she ought to have asked—like, “How did you find out …?” “Who told you …?” “In what circumstances …?” and so on. But Abigail’s appealing eyes and the thinly masked terror in her words put such practical thoughts from her. All she could think to say was, “You mustn’t let it affect you like that, darling. Don’t think of it like that.”


Abigail was astounded. The possibility of any other response had not even occurred to her—even though Annie had called it “the greatest fun.” Annie was working class; her opinions and judgements counted for less than nothing.


“How else can I think of it!”


Winifred shook her head, still in pity. “Is there no one?” she asked. “Do you feel no—especial—I mean, at a ball for instance, is there no young man for whom …”


“I prefer older men. Their conversation is more intelligent.”


Winifred laughed, trying to wean Abigail from her wide-eyed solemnity. “And older men prefer you?”


“Yes! They do.”


“For the same reason? Your conversation?”


To give time for the notion to sink in, Winifred went to the door, opened it, and looked up and down the corridor. It was an empty gesture; no one, girl or teacher, would dare even to loiter there, much less to eavesdrop.


Abigail was speechless.


“Surely,” Winifred said, “even you never supposed it was for the profundity and breadth of your conversation?”


Abigail was too dry in the mouth to answer.


“It’s the way people are, darling,” Winifred said gently. “Wait until you’re a bit older.”


“People?” Abigail croaked. She swallowed, and licked her lips. “You mean people like us?”


Winifred nodded.


“You?”


“Only in thought, of course. Anything else is out of the question. But if a scullery maid may dream of Cinderella—and probably be a better scullery maid for it—I suppose an old maid of a headmistress, or even a young maid, come to that, may dream of—of a Great Otherwise. And be the better for it, too. You’ll see. When you’re older.”


Abigail retreated from her. “I’ll never feel other than I do now,” she said. “I’m sick just thinking of it.”


Winifred smiled a wistful concession. “Well, my life would be a great deal easier if I could feel as you do.”


But then the importance of the thing would not permit her to leave it at this easy half truth. She had to add: “Yet I doubt I’d be a better person for all that. Because what we are talking about, darling, is love.”


Abigail turned toward the door. “I must go,” she said.


Winifred, not wanting to part on so abrupt a note, nor so solemn a subject, said, “In any case, I don’t suppose you came here to talk about this.”


And Abigail, having been made to feel small and very much the little sister, said, “No. In fact, Mother asked me to come. She wants to know about your new building and about how many men Father has working here.”


A curious look came over Winifred’s face, more of resignation than annoyance. “Tell her she needn’t send you spying. If Father goes back on his word—or even falters in keeping it—I’ll let her know soon enough.”


Abigail, glad of the change of subject, said, “That wouldn’t suit our mother, and you know it. She trusts nothing she learns indirectly. The other day she asked me the time, but when I told her, she had to get out her binoculars and see what the clock on Lord Astley’s mantelpiece over in Park Lane was saying. Then she believed me. Steamer is just the same.”


Winifred gaped at her. “Really?” she asked. “Did she really do that?”


Abigail threw up her arms in mock despair and turned on her heels. “Of course she didn’t,” she said as she went out to the carriage. “Till next week then.”


Halfway down the drive they passed the cedar tree under which she had sheltered; Celia Addison was there again. Abigail stopped her carriage and leaned out.


“Not crying?” she asked cheerfully. “Why when I was your age, Miss Celia, I could cry for three days without ceasing.”


Celia, uncertain at first, broke into laughter. “Will you come here again?” she asked. “Shall I see you?”


“Next week.”


* * *


But they did not meet the following week. The things Winifred hinted at so disturbed Abigail that she began to wake up in the small hours with the feeling of a great dark weight upon her, a sense of unremembered nightmare. The muscles of her body tensed as if to flee some unseen, unheard, unknown pursuer; yet all she could hear was the night silence; all she could touch was the familiar bric-a-brac of her room. She would lie there shivering, and she wondered what oppressed her so.


At the end of the week she did what she had always done in a time of crisis: she went to her brother Caspar.


Dear Steamer!


Only dear Steamer was no longer comfortably near, in his room down the corridor. Dear Steamer was building a vast palace in the Cotswolds, eighty miles away.




Chapter 5


Falcon Wood is a mainly Georgian house, built in the northern Cotswolds by the same John Wood who, with his son, built the grand houses and crescents of the city of Bath. Its severely classical lines, rising to a completely undecorated pediment straddling the eight Ionic columns of the entrance portico, did not please Caspar. The whole building was wrong. Its public rooms were too many and too huge; its private rooms too cramped and awkward. Vast and draughty stone staircases swept grandly up to a point where they vanished from the visitor’s sight, whereupon they immediately dwindled to something mean—marble balusters were supplanted by limestone of the same design and hue; alabaster panels turned to painted stucco; real pillars soared to an entablature and then continued as cast pilasters. Even in the painted vertical frieze that flanked the monumental Adam fireplace in the ballroom the same principle of economy was employed, for the vines teemed with butterflies and scarabs to exactly eight feet above the floor, but the remaining twelve feet of vegetation displayed not a single insect.


“A dishonest bit of building from an age of barbarism and sham,” Caspar had said even before he and Caroline had bought the place. “We’ll pull it down and build afresh.”


But Caroline (remembering that her father was not expected to live and that her mother would almost certainly leave Caer Gwent, her family’s monstrous and depressing home in South Wales, as soon as she could) had persuaded Caspar that Falcon Wood might yet serve a purpose.


“We may need a dower house,” she said. “And for a dower house Falcon Wood is quite fair. In any case, this valley is too small for a really grand house. Why not build our new place in that valley we rode through yesterday? It’s much broader.” And when Caspar still looked dubious, she dug him in the ribs and said, “Surely in eight and a half thousand acres we can find some suitably large valley?”


“But what shall we call it then?” Caspar objected. “If this house still exists, everyone will go on calling it Falcon Wood. I like that name.”


“We’ll call the new place Falconwood,” she said simply; and then she watched Caspar’s face as the idea took hold—watched his bewilderment give way to a smile, and the smile turn to laughter.


“Linny! You’re a marvel! It’s superb.”


“It will sort out the sheep from the goats, anyway,” she said contentedly. “The world will divide into people who know Falconwood is not Falcon Wood”—she favoured this group with her right hand, as if her thumb and finger felt fine silk cloth—“and people who don’t.” With her left hand, she dismissed this group into the dark.


Caspar hugged her and laughed again. “Only you could have thought of it,” he said, without much exaggeration.


* * *


Abigail and her maid Annie came by train as far as Stroud, where Caspar’s carriage was waiting.


“Is my brother at home or at the new building?” she asked the coachman.


“At the new building, my lady.”


“Take me there then.” She was annoyed at having forgotten the man’s name.


The first part of the journey—about five miles—lay along the valley bottom, all the way to Nailsworth. In summer it was closed about in deep green shade; a hot silence seemed always to pervade these leaf-hung lanes. But today, with winter only just beginning to loosen its grip, all was the colour of stone and bark and bright gray sky—bathed in a cold, pellucid light that fell evenly from every quarter, illuminating everything but taking from it all sense of weight and solidity. It might have been a landscape of painted drapes and thin mist.


She said nothing of Annie’s recent tipsy revelations. The shock of them had gone too deep within her for any of its ripples to reach the surface. Outwardly she was unchanged; but inwardly all was changed—the world and all the people in it. They had gained a new dimension. Before, people had been simply different from one another: this one fat, that one slender, another jolly, another sour … commanding respect … worthy of pity … provoking annoyance … enlisting friendship … all different. But a new gloss had come to unite them, and in some way to narrow that wide diversity. They all did that thing Annie had told her about.


Since then she had looked at people and tried to imagine it. The mechanics of the action were not clear. She thought they must stand motionless as people stand when they kiss. (Lord—would she ever be able to kiss again!) She did not realize that they needed to move.


In the end it was not the images of others that disturbed her, but the image of herself in that situation. It was an unthinkable violation to allow that—that maleness to possess her. Worse—it was actually frightening. At least, she took the tremors induced by the thought as the tremors of fear. Maleness was rough, like sandpaper; hard like boxers’ fists and footballers’ knees; strong, like navvies’ arms; and arrogant, like her father, like Steamer, like all men.


She would never let it possess her. Or so she vowed. Yet the evidence of the world was entirely against her. People did this thing. Even archbishops and their wives, even the Queen before the Prince Consort’s death. How could she hope to escape? That was why she had come to Caspar; he would know what’s what.


Beyond Nailsworth stretched the part she had come to think of as “The Ends”—Tickmorend, Downend, Nupend, Barton End, Tiltups End. “Well, Steamer,” she had told Caspar when he first brought her this way, “at least no one can complain that the journey to Falcon Wood is endless.”


“Steamer” was a school nickname that had stuck into adulthood because it seemed so much more apt than the baptismal “Caspar.” He was a steamer—busy, noisy, thrusting, unstoppable. Yet when he did stop (of his own accord, naturally) he seemed as immobile, as dead, as an engine off the boil. The bustle of activity was so normal to him that any pause seemed like torpor itself.


Her first view of him on this afternoon, up on the tops of the Cotswolds, where the cold winds tugged at hair and clothing, showed him with his back to her, framed between a piledriver and a temporary site hut, trying to clutch at plans, fighting for them with the wind, while he gestured away down the valley, spotting-in the covert and copses, the rides and lakes, that would one day embellish its sheep-cropped sides.


“What?” she called. “The house not up yet? For shame, Steamer!”


The wind and his own absorption had kept the sound of the approaching carriage from him. He turned with a wide, welcoming smile and ran to help her down. His architect, Nick Thornton, snatched the plans into safekeeping.


Side by side, partly in the lee of the site hut, brother and sister ran satisfied eyes up and down the landscape.


“It’s the only valley on the whole estate whose northern side faces the sun at exactly half past two of an afternoon,” he said.


“You told me that last time.”


“But we shall have to plant twelve thousand trees a year for the next ten years to get anything halfway decent in the way of a view.”


She almost whistled but the wind had dried her lips.


“That’s forty trees every working day,” he went on. “Do you know how many different kinds of tree there are?”


“No.” She loved it when Steamer was out to impress her with facts.


“Nor do I. It would greatly help us if, when you return to London, you could pop over to Kew and find out.”


She groaned aloud at the idea—but even more at the knowledge that she would, indeed, do as he asked. She never refused him. It was part of the unspoken pact between them.


“Hello, Nick,” she said at last. Her delay had been a deliberate tease.


“Good afternoon, Lady Abigail,” he said, not seeming to mind her afterthought greeting.


All her life she had been plain “Abbie” to him—until she came out, and until he had begun to work for Caspar on Falconwood. She did not like the change, but she was beginning to see why childhood friendships could not persist unaltered into maturity.


At that moment a thought came that almost felled her on the spot. More of a picture than a thought. A picture of herself and Nick “putting the difference together,” in Annie’s delicate phrase. But it was different from all the other pictures, for Nick was moving … rutting, like a boar. Even now, here on the windswept hilltop, his eyes gleamed, boarlike, as he shook her hand.


The gleam was replaced by concern. “Are you all right?” he asked.


She recovered swiftly. “I must have been sitting too long.” She grabbed Steamer’s arm. “Take me around and show me how it’s all changed since I was last here,” she commanded.


He showed her how they had decided to double the size of the fountain and bring two grand marble steps around each side, “like Versailles,” he said.


“What are they digging?” she asked, pointing to where she knew the kitchens would one day be.


“The wine cellar and, below part of it, the hydraulic cellar, deeper still.”


“Oh, good,” she said. “I meant to ask about that last time. I saw no provision on your map for a hydraulic cellar and I’m sure every decent house should have at least one, don’t you?”


He sniffed coldly, not rising to it. “A map of a house is called a ‘plan,’” he said.


She laughed. “Steamer! For goodness’ sake, what is a hydraulic cellar?”


“It will power a big platform—lift it to any floor. Hydraulically. All the luggage and furniture and laundry and hot water and food trolleys will go up and down by it. But if we build it first, we can even use it to help in the building—carry all the materials we need.”


She was delighted at the idea. “Oh, pike I!” she begged.


“What?”


“Pike I be first to ride up on it.”


He shook his head. “If I know our pater, he’ll be first. It was his idea. We’re casting the cylinders ourselves—building the whole engine, in fact.”


But she had already transferred her interest. “Is that where you’re going to put all these trees?” she asked, pointing down the valley. “There’s quite a lot there already.”


“But they’re all in the bottom. I want lakes along the bottom. And I want to see them from here; so I want the trees higher up the slopes and on top.”


“But nature put them at the bottom. Don’t you think there may be a reason? Mayn’t it have something to do with shelter from the wind?”


Caspar laughed pityingly. “The whole point of being human, my love, is to teach Mother Nature tricks she never dreamed of. It was Nature who made ponies; we turned them into horses. My latest thing is electricity. I’m going to bury two-inch-diameter copper bars under all the floorboards. We’ll pension off the night.”


“Electricity?”


“One of these days, and soon, someone is going to invent a practical kind of electric light, and it will be much cheaper and cleaner than gas. A fine mess it would make to rip up all the floorboards then! Oh, Abbie, there’s so much to think of.”


She saw that he was trying to look harassed, and she laughed. “You love it!” she said.


“I can only spend two days a week at it, you see: Fridays and Saturdays. That’s the trouble.”


“You love it.”


“Why did you come, Abbie? Is anything the matter at home?”


“Should there be?”


“Is Father pestering Mother?”


“He knows better than that. Why should you think something’s wrong?”


They strolled among marker pegs labelled BALLROOM … GUN ROOM … BILLIARD ROOM … BACHELORS’ STAIR … SCULPTURE GALLERY … VALET-DU-JOUR, seeing only Cotswold turf and Cotswold mud.


“I’ve found out,” she said at last.


“Found out what?”


Their rambling had brought them close to the site hut and the carriage. Even though no one was in view, it was too close for comfort.


“Something,” she said.


“Oh good! I can’t tell you how glad that makes me.” He laughed.


“After dinner I’ll beat you at billiards,” she said. “If we may be alone, I’ll tell you then.”


* * *


At dinner Caroline was very scathing on the subject of electricity.


“Dr. Collins says it will be most injurious to have these currents swilling to and fro beneath us and overhead as we sleep,” she told Caspar.


“Oh?” Caspar pretended to take it seriously.


“It’ll create magnetism that will interfere with our own magnetism.”


“My dear, we already live and breathe, and sleep, in a magnetic field several thousand times stronger than anything our conductors will produce.”


“You may. I’m sure I don’t. I would feel it.”


“So would I,” Abigail said. “I’m very sensitive to magnetism.”


Caspar smiled at Nick and shrugged. The gesture annoyed Caroline, not only for its implied patronage of her ideas, but also because she considered that Nick, being an architect, should eat in the servants’ hall, not at her table—never mind his being an old family friend.


Abigail noted these undercurrents and relished them, for they helped restore an ancient conviction that she was above and outside the passions which moved the rest of mankind. Her own rages and delights were of an altogether different order.


Toward the end of dinner, when conversation turned yet again to the plans for Falconwood, she even risked a little dart of her own.


“By the way,” she said casually, “I saw no provision on your plan for a newspaper-ironing room. Such a pity.”


“Newspaper-ironing room?” Caroline asked.


“Yes. Louise Beaumont was telling me. Apparently it all started with the Prince Consort—in the year before he died, he took a strong objection to having folded newspapers delivered to the breakfast table. He insisted the footman should iron them first. And now all the royal residences have newspaper-ironing rooms. I thought Falconwood could be the first private house with the same accommodation.”


“Oh, Abbie, you treasure!” Caroline was delighted as she turned inquiringly to Nick.


“The menservants’ bootroom,” he said, “could go out into the corridor, leaving that room at the foot of the menservants’ staircase free. I don’t suppose it takes much space to iron a newspaper.”


Thus Abigail became the founder of an entirely spurious fashion. But it served Steamer right—the way he went on about Falconwood and all its wonders.


Later, in the billiard room when she was one frame up and well into a break of forty, “despite these ridiculously hampering clothes,” as she pointed out, Caspar again asked her what was wrong.


She smiled and sank the red ball in the far pocket with a convincing thwack! “I feel a bit of a fool, Steamer. When I wired you, I was in a somewhat state. But I seem to have weathered it.”


“Was it important?” He put the red back on its spot.


“Not really. Well … yes. Yes, it was. I found out about men and women—and, you know, babies.”


The red shuddered between the cushions guarding a pocket and failed to sink. But Caspar did not give his usual cry of mockery. He did not move from where he was.


“Your ball,” she said. And when he continued to stare at her she asked, “What?” For his look was almost that of a prosecutor.


“D’you remember the Christmas before last we were all at Maran Hill? And you came and told me you’d found out about the pater’s mistress? That girl called Charity? And you said he had children by her?”


“I didn’t.”


“Pardon me, Abbie, but you did. You said the children were ‘only Stevensons by charity’!”


“It was only a way of speaking. Good heavens—did you think I knew how such things happened then?”


Her vehemence and obvious sincerity shook him, for he had been sure, then and since, that Abbie knew.


“You really didn’t?” he asked.


She ran and threw her arms about him. “Oh, Steamer! I had no idea what you would say. Or even how I could bring myself to tell you. And it’s so easy, isn’t it?”


“How did you find out? Who told you?”


“Never mind. That’s not important. A girl at a dance. She had a headache and I played the Miss Nightingale. It was quite dark. And confidences always come more easily then, don’t you find?”


This piling up of irrelevant circumstantial detail sounded convincing, she hoped.


“Well!” He broke free and addressed the cue ball again. “So now you know … everything!”


“And she told me such quaint phrases, too, Steamer! ‘Putting Nebuchadnezzar out to graze’ … ‘seeing the elephant’ … ‘the four-leg frolic’!”


She laughed, hoping he would laugh too, both as a relief and as a welcome into the grown-up world. But he paused in mid-shot and fixed her with a piercing stare. “I see!” was all he would say.


Twenty points further into his break he said, “You read a deuce of a lot, Abbie. What—for instance—did you think Othello was all about?”


Abigail pondered a while. How strange that until this moment she had related her new-found knowledge only to the actual world. As if the world of literature were hermetic and guided by different laws of behaviour and motive.


“To tell the truth,” she said, laughing at herself (for it was the truth), “I always thought it much too much ado about nothing. To go and strangle your wife merely for lending your handkerchief to a friend!”


When their laughter died she said, “Steamer, is it really the best fun ever?”


To her dismay she saw that the question embarrassed him acutely. “You really shouldn’t ask,” he said. Too coolly. “It will be time enough for such knowledge when you marry.”


“I shall never marry.”


He smiled provokingly. “Then it need never concern you.”


Suddenly she hated him. He was marvellous when he talked to her as equal to equal; but when he became superior like this he was … offensive. Like Winnie when she played big sister.


“Don’t think I shan’t try to find out,” she warned.


He slammed the cue down upon the table. The tip leapt from it in an explosion of chalk dust. She had not seen him so angry in a long time. “You would,” he choked, fighting to master himself.


She would do anything to placate him now, to stop this terrifying anger. “I was only hitting out,” she said, “because you keep such secrets. I wouldn’t really try.”


He became a little calmer. But when he grasped her shoulders she could still feel him trembling. “Oh, but you would,” he said, as much rueful as angry. “You would. Out of curiosity—or to spite someone—or simply through being swept away. You, of all people, my love, you would.” He looked around as if for aid or comfort. “What to do?” Annie had looked about her in just that way before letting out The Secret.


She wanted to say, “Spike my curiosity,” but she knew that if the suggestion came from her, he would never act on it. Instead, in a breathless voice, full of hollow sincerity—well-meant enough but hollow—she said, “I wouldn’t, Steamer. Truly now, I just know I wouldn’t.”


The empty frailty of her vow persuaded him. Still he held her shoulders. “Listen, love. You’re going to have to grow up rather early, for a girl of your class. I’m going to have to trust you with information that is normally kept only for married ladies, or ladies of a certain maturity. But it is to save you from any experiment that might damn you forever.”


She squirmed in his grip and looked back at the table, implying she would far rather be going on with the game. But of course—and as she had intended—the gesture only made Caspar the more determined to speak out.


“It is, as you call it, ‘the best fun ever.’ For women, too, whatever learned doctors may say to the contrary. More than fun. A kind of intoxication. A delirium. All the high-flown love poetry you’ve ever read is a pale echo of—a mere hint.” He smiled and the tremble left his voice; now that the ice was breached, the unthinkable could be thought, the unsayable said, quite easily and calmly. “Difficult to believe? I have known it since I was thirteen. Not because I am in any way cleverer, but because men grow up differently—men are different. With men, our passions are all on our sleeve. Simple. Even a bit mechanical. It prevents us from ever really becoming noble, of ourselves, of our own accord. It’s as if we must always look for a light ahead to guide us, a pattern to copy, a better example. In other words: women. So a woman, both in her upbringing and in her very nature, is different, is purer, is nobler—of herself and of her own accord. That is why this knowledge is not for her, at least until she marries. For she has a darker, more earthy, less noble side to her nature—every woman, I mean. You have it, though I’m sure you aren’t remotely aware of it yet.”


She noticed that his eyes strayed from her face during these last few words. Did he fear to see a denial there? she wondered. She wanted to assure him it was true: She had no such side to her nature. Yet, paradoxically, his utter assurance affronted her—so much so that she felt like shouting aloud: “It’s not true! I feel it just as you do!”


“Funnily enough,” Caspar went on, “it was Nick’s father—Uncle Walter, I mean—who made it clear to me. He caught us, Nick and me, gawping at the fallen women outside the station in York.” Caspar edited and bowdlerized the memory for her; Walter had actually caught them doing more than merely gawping. “I’ll never forget it. He told us how a woman’s nobility, her purity, was like a lighthouse to a man in the storms and tempests of life; and so it is something doubly precious—to her, and to him. Only the very worst kind of man trifles with it and sullies it. Because it is a very short step from being pure to being polluted; it can be five minutes’ work. But once it’s done, it can never be undone. The polluted woman can never find her way back to purity.”


“What about Mary Magdalene?”


Caspar was puzzled. “Well, she was saved, I suppose. Yes, of course she was. But she was never made pure again.” And when Abigail frowned, as if about to argue, he added, “In a religious sense I’m sure she was patched up as good as a saint. But I’m talking about Society. Forgiveness is God’s business, not Society’s, or it would all fall to bits, wouldn’t it? No. Believe me—once a woman has crossed that narrow line, there’s no way back.”


“And men?”


He smiled. “Sinners all, I fear.” He took a new cue and began to assess the lie of the table. “But it don’t signify, Abbie, dear love. It don’t signify. We bear no children. Our father’s bastards, as you so wittily said—and before you even understood what you meant—our father’s wayside oats are ‘only Stevensons by charity.’ They’ll never assume any legal relationship to us.”


Next morning, while Abigail was out riding, he sent Annie home to London, carrying a letter to his mother, Lady Wharfedale.




Chapter 6


Not until the day after her return to London did Abigail notice Annie’s absence.


“Where’s Annie?” she asked her mother.


Nora met it head on. “I’m afraid there was no question of her continuing in our service,” she said.


For a moment Abigail did not understand. “She gave notice?”


“I dismissed her.”


“But why?”


“You know very well why.”


Abigail stared at her, numb at the shock of her dawning understanding. “She told you?”


“In the end. There was no point in her trying to deny it.”


“You threw her out?” Abigail asked, and then answered herself with the same words, now accusatorial: “You threw her out.” A third time, now with anger, she repeated the words: “You threw her out!”


For one frightened moment Nora thought the girl would hit her; but she stood her ground. “Of course I threw her out. And of course she expected to be thrown out. She made less of it than you are now—”


“When?” Abigail interrupted.


“The moment she returned.”


“Steamer’s letter!” she exploded. “He made her carry her own death warrant!”


Nora laughed, not feeling the least humorous but wanting to show Abigail how absurdly she was magnifying things. “Death warrant!”


“Yes! A death warrant. To cast a young servant girl out on the street without a character is a death warrant. What do you know of poverty!” she sneered, forgetting that her mother had grown up in circumstances every bit as low as those Annie had described (or, rather, not exactly forgetting, but choosing to forget).


Nora knew that even Abigail, even in the grip of this anguish, would realize that her last taunt was too wide of its mark to measure; so, instead of venting the anger she felt, she put her head on one side and smiled tolerantly, letting time do its work for her. She hoped some of the fight would then go out of the girl.


But it did not. If anything, she grew even more pugnacious. “How did Steamer know?” she shouted. “I didn’t tell him. What did I say? It must have been something I said. I gave her away. It’s my fault. It’s my fault!”


With a weary anger born of ten thousand such clashes, Nora stifled an impulse to grasp her daughter by the shoulders and shake her until the brain rattled, to stop that brew of venom and self-disgust from reaching the boil. The girl was so pretty, so talented—she could have such a marvellous life if only she would let go, drift a little, be more accepting of things.


It was too late. Nothing could stop that boiling over. Nothing had ever been able to stop it. Abigail ran, white-faced and tight-lipped, from the room, seeking the anodyne of activity to crowd out the accusations that pressed upon her mind from every angle. Nora’s cry to the footmen followed her down the marble stair. Flutelike echoes of it swept the galleries as a footman, also too late, ran to bar the door. Abigail, hatless and gloveless, was already striding up Piccadilly.


Half a mile she went, beyond Burlington Arcade, before she could admit the futility of it. Her hopes turned every girl along the street into Annie—from a distance; close to, they became caricatures, not of Annie, but of the thing to which Annie had been reduced. Portraits in henna, powder, and rouge. Her disgusted spirit shrank from all contact with them; it turned within, banking up the accusations: your fault … your fault … your fault.


How had Steamer learned? What had she said to make it so clear to him? A few unguarded words—even one unguarded word—would be enough, for he was quick to grasp such hints. No one kept secrets long near him.


And what would she not give now to unsay their whole conversation, to unvisit Falconwood. Why had she gone there anyway? What good had it really done? It was the action of a child. When would she grow up and learn some sense?


She became aware that she was attracting attention; a young gentlewoman out in a busy and fashionable part of London without hat, gloves, or chaperone—it was enough excitement to make the day for most of those who saw her and to wind up their tongues for a week. She looked around at that sea of inquisitive, uncaring city faces and felt something close to panic. She stepped backwards off the pavement.


A man, a gentleman, more kindly than the rest, came toward her, opening his mouth and squaring himself to speak. But the voice came from somewhere above her head: “Why, Miss A!”


The day darkened. Things were no longer quite real. The advancing gentleman looked up and beyond her. “You know this young lady, sir?” he asked.


She turned to face the gleaming, varnished cliffside of a phaeton. The coat of arms was familiar. And the voice.


“I do, sir. Thank you for your interest.”


Lord Culffe, a family friend—or, rather, since it was years since they had been anything you could call a family, a friend of her father’s.


“Well, here’s a coincidence,” Lord Culffe said. “I’m on my way to meet your father. Step in.”


His two grand white muttonchop whiskers hung toward her like the prongs of a pitchfork. Years ago, she remembered, when her father had still been plain John Stevenson, they had seemed even larger and grander; his lordship had dandled her on his knee and let her tug at them gently. And she had disgraced herself and almost ruined the family by tugging at one and imitating the flushing of a water closet. It had seemed exquisitely funny to her eight-year-old mind—until she had glanced up into those terrifying eyes. Then she had curled up in an embarrassment that still had the power to make her cringe. Did he remember any of it now? She was sure he did. Sometimes all you could ever remember about a person was one searing, shocking thing. Usually an insult.


While she hesitated, one of her mother’s footmen came breathlessly up with her hat, cloak, and gloves. Now she had a choice—to walk straight home, or to accept Lord Culffe’s invitation. Her freedom not to do so made it easy to accept.


“I’m to meet Lord Wharfedale at the Admiralty and take him on to Westminster,” Lord Culffe said. “The coach can take you home from there.” And when she was settled opposite him, he said, “Well here’s a young lady who has grown!”


Their talk, all the way to the Admiralty, barely strayed above that level of banality. He was well mannered enough not to ask why she had been in Piccadilly in that state; it was the same instinctive good manners that had made him, despite his surprise, identify her as “Miss A.” Not even “Lady A.”


Her father was in good spirits. She could tell it even when he and Lord Culffe were still a hundred yards off, for he trod with a lightness that belied both his fifty-odd years of age and his giant frame. At one point he stopped, said something to Lord Culffe, clapped him on the shoulders, and the pair of them gave a laugh that put up every pigeon in Charing Cross.


“Lady Abigail, your servant.” Her father was laughing as he got in. It was a quotation from a charade they had done last Christmas.


“‘La, sir, do I know you?’” she quoted back, also laughing.


He sat facing her, drinking her in, delighting in all he saw. “Well, I hardly know you,” he said at last. “My! Since you came out last autumn you’ve become quite the woman.” He nudged his companion. “Say? Culffe?”


Culffe joined in. “Time she married, Wharfedale. No point in waiting.”


They laughed, and so did Abigail, but she could see something serious and calculating in her father’s scrutiny of her. He did not ask how she came to be alone in Piccadilly; Lord Culffe had probably managed to imply that she had been out shopping with a servant, who had been sent on home.


And she, for her part, managed to conceal from him the anguish she still felt at Annie’s dismissal. His good humour made it easy; he was marvellous company when he was like that—the sort of man you’d trust your life to, for he seemed to carry life itself around with him. Things suddenly heightened when he appeared; zest became more zestful, joy more joyful, light brighter, reality more aware. The very air around him seemed different—somehow more valuable. Certainly when he and Lord Culffe got out at the Palace of Westminster the drabness they left behind, which was the drabness within herself, seemed ten times more desolate.


His parting words to her were, “Who’s At Home next Tuesday?”


“Mrs. Pelham,” she told him. “If I’m wrong, I’ll get word to you.”


“I’ll see you there.”


And he was gone.


The “you” was plural; it included her mother. The whole exchange had been a kind of code, meaning, “Make sure your mother is there.” The pair of them still appeared in Society together, gave the required number of entertainments together, fulfilled slightly more than a grudging minimum of their joint obligations, determined to show Society that, though on a private level they could no longer live together, on a public level they knew their Duty. And Society, on the whole, Approved.


The bleakness of it all merely added to the dreariness that filled the carriage the moment she was left alone.


At once her thoughts returned to poor Annie. She remembered the time the girl had spoken of her childhood. There, in the safe, gloomy warmth of the carriage, she had told of the poverty and squalor she had known. How easy it must have been for Annie to look back from the comfort and security of her job in Hamilton Place—the grand house, the spacious rooms, the carpeted floors, the good and plentiful food—how easy to look back from all that, Abigail thought (forgetting how peripheral a share Annie had taken of all these good things, and how tenuous a grip upon them hers had been), and shiver safely at such past horrors. And now the poor girl had been cast back into that pit. For in Abigail’s mind—indeed, as in everybody’s mind—vice, poverty, and squalor were three words with one meaning. More than that, you needed only to link them together, in any order, and each became a sufficient explanation and cause of its next-in-line: a perfect circular argument that no external force (such as truth or evidence) was likely to breach.


But guilt is a slow burner; and once its flame had consumed the immediate tinder—these bright and easy images of pitiful Annie—its more permanent glow, being much dimmer, seemed a kind of death. And the carriage was not yet halfway home! To revive its hurtful sparkle she sought new images.


She tried to imagine herself inside Annie’s head, standing there in Piccadilly, looking at the men—at the hundred men who would pass before even one would approach her. Not nice men, either. Not good men. Not men of the stamp of her father and brothers. Not any man of any sort she might know. But grubby men. The men disgorged by second-class railway carriages. Clean-shirt-once-a-week men. Tipsy men. Tobacco-toothed men with dewlaps. Men from mean houses in Kentish Town. Men with the remnants of jellied eels, oysters, and a cowheel pie between their teeth and gums. Aimless and truculent, sniffing chancers and stray dogs, they accosted her, paid their rent, stripped her, and got her marvellous, her unique, her only, person for their own. Her shame and guilt were back on the boil by the time she returned to Hamilton Place. Full circle.


Nora, guessing what sort of mood her daughter would be in and knowing she would need an audience, let the girl come to her; but she did not let her speak first.


“Listen, popsie,” she began (a childhood endearment of hers).


“I’m not a child,” Abigail was stung to reply.


“So you say. Listen! If you want to make a fool of yourself over the dismissal of one servant girl, I cannot stop you. God, I should know that! No earthly power can stop you. But you might at least acquaint yourself with the facts.”


Abigail was not going to let Nora dictate the course of the discussion like that. “What was wrong, I want to know. What did Annie do that was so wrong?”


“There’s no point in going back over all that. The girl herself certainly didn’t question it.”


“Didn’t question it! I’ll swear she didn’t even remember it.”


“Oh but she—”


“How could she? She was drunk.”


“Drunk?” Nora’s confidence was dented; she had caught a particular glint in Abigail’s eyes.


“I got her drunk and made her tell me. Now d’you understand why I—”


“Abigail! You are just saying this.”


“I’m telling you the truth. I got her drunk before she’d tell me.”


Nora sat down, winded. “But that is terrible.”


“Yes. Now imagine how I feel.”


“No. I mean terrible that you would think of doing such a thing. And almost boast of it. What could have possessed you?”


Abigail shrugged. “I didn’t know what she was going to say. How could I? Though ever since I’ve been wondering I was so blind. But all I knew was that there was a secret that Winnie hinted at and Steamer hinted at and all the world knew except me. Tell me one thing—honestly: If Annie hadn’t told me, who would have? You?”


“I expect so.”


“And when?”


“At the proper time.”


“The eve of my wedding, I suppose? When it would be too late.”


Nora smiled a knowing smile. “You would have—ah—reconciled yourself to it, I promise.”


“Never!” Abigail shouted in panic, feeling all her grand, simple guilt being undermined. “And never shall I marry. Never!” She stormed from the room.


Nora gave her twenty minutes and then followed. She found Abigail at her writing desk. The sheet of paper beneath her fingers was covered, perhaps, three hundred times, with the one word: Never. In the first examples of it the pen had almost pierced the paper; ink spattered from where the angry nib had stuck. But the latest examples were decorated with curlicues, and the one she had just finished was made of tearful little mannikins contorting themselves into the shape of the letters:
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