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PART ONE


“Now I am free, enfranchised and at large, May fix my habitation where I will.”


WILLIAM WORDSWORTH,
The Prelude




ONE


REHEARSAL ON THE SANDS


Again he struck out due west. She watched his predatory, slightly uneven gait and once more puzzled over whether he was foolish or bold. The Sands were known to be perilous but the man went without a guide and in a direction certain to tempt danger. This time she would follow him, if only to warn him; and he had intrigued her long enough. The woman slung the shrimping net over her shoulder and stepped out from her hut onto the ripple-ribbed sands. Though they glistened still from the recent sea, they were here as hard as stucco. She walked swiftly, lightly, scanning her route all the time; in this place, as had been confirmed to her most sadly, safety lay in ceaseless mistrust.


Over by the farm she noted the same girl, Sally, stood guard on his horse, rooted, entranced by the receding figure of the powerfully built gentleman now well out onto the wet flatlands of the bay. The girl gazed out rapturously after him as if he were her Redeemer. He never looked back.


A white ghost sun showed through the thinning scuds of dull cloud, lending the watery vastness a pewter slate reflection: forbidding. The ebb tide was sucking the sea out from the greedy mouth of the bay for a few hours – when travellers could be piloted over the expanse, when urgent fishermen could race onto the Sands with their horses and carts to trawl the seabeds, when the poor, like the woman and the girl, could pick along the shifting margins; but the prodigious stridings of ocean floor would soon be violently reclaimed. And every day, the channels, the bracks, the mosses, the mudflats, the quicksands were altered by the awesome and unpredictable force of the sea.


He walked for about a couple of miles and then stopped. From the pocket of his high-collared dun brown jacket he took out some papers and looked on them intently. But before he began what he had come to do, he looked around to make sure of his isolation.


Although by now he had been out on Lancaster Sands in the Bay of Morecambe several times, he was still unused to the perspectives. He saw a hill across a hop and a jump of sand and thought it a mile or so away when in truth the distance was nearer fifteen. He could just make out groups of women, bent double as if grazing, searching, as he had learned, for cockle-beds – two, four, six miles off? A couple of carriages and several chaises and gigs were beginning their caravan from near his own point of departure – the distance gave them glamour and for a moment he imagined the deserts of the East which he loved to talk about, the ancient harmonies of timeless travel, the old silk route through Samarkand to Cathay. Down the Bay, as if they were driving into the sea on some imperative from the Old Testament, he thought he could spot the fishermen straddled across their amphibious carts. Nearer – but not too close – and anyway absorbed in the back-bowed raking and culling of the sands for the day’s harvest – there were a few solitaries, but as comfortably spaced out from each other as he from them. He felt alone on what had a few hours before been the ocean floor; and safe.


Thirteen years previously he had been – as he would say when drunk or assuming his florid mood – “honoured, there is no other word for it: honoured” to see Kemble playing Coriolanus at the Drury Lane Theatre. He had taken a lot from that It was Kemble he thought of and imitated now when he moved as the great actor had done on his first entrance and deliberately circumambulated a small space – like a dog bedding down on the grass – giving himself, as he imagined Kemble had done, a sense of his own free territory, belonging to no-one but him, to be defended against all comers.


As he made that full circle, his gaze slowly swept over what could be described as a great natural amphitheatre, a vast audience of nature crowding to the edges of the Bay, ready and overwhelmingly responsive to any informed look or voice. But the man knew very little about what he looked on. Although he was set to pass as a Lake Tourist, the Lakeland fells to the north whose peaks announced what the new visitors considered to be the pinnacles of an earthly paradise, neither moved nor excited him. It was just country. The chatter in his inn in Lancaster had been of little else but this newly discovered heaven on earth. Painters and poets, well-heeled visitors and the fashionable young were ravished by this wonderful lake-landscape. He would be prepared to mouth wonder with the best of them, when he had to. But what the man saw before him at this moment were endless and worryingly empty spaces, unpeopled, at best a temporary lodging. He loved a city. To him this prospect was dead.


He would have been able to name none of the plants on the curious terraced and sculpted limestone rocks he saw to the north of the Bay: bladder-campion, scabious, herb-Paris – all scrub to him. And as he looked up, pulling back his strong shoulders and gazing heavenwards – as Kemble had done before that final magnificent swoop back to the audience – he saw birds: there were oystercatchers, curlews, lapwings, blackheaded gulls – but he spotted no distinction beyond large and small. To him they were merely birds, a pleasing enough decoration on a sky rapidly freeing itself of clouds, clearing to ultramarine. He turned to face the sun, now unobscured.


And this did check his breath. For in front of him, the sun hit the water-filmed sands flat and hard so that they were silver – acres, reaches, miles of silver as if a gigantic mythological shield had been thrown down before him on the ocean floor. He felt uplifted, even heroic, paused and looked down at his notes. He began.


The woman had worked her way to him, downwind, and very carefully. She pushed her hand net through the running water and put the shrimps into a hamper she carried on her back. Although it was high summer, the water was cool and her hands were soon numbed. When she stood upright – she was knee-deep in the channel, almost hidden – she listened hard and caught his murmurings on the light wind, sighs across the sands, like the singing of the cockles which could lead you to a good haul. She moved closer …


Habit, even the small hoard of a few days, had eroded embarrassment He spoke to the empty Bay (so he had written in his Journal), “as cheerfully as a lunatic”.


“I am,” he began again for the benefit of the sky, the sands, the waters, “Alexander Augustus Hope, Colonel, Member of Parliament for Linlithgowshire and brother to the Earl of Hopetoun. A comfortable name, Hope, and one which my dear father thought fit to encourage with the highest aspirations by harnessing it – that’s good, I must remember harnessing! – by harnessing it to the names of two of the greatest warriors of ancient times, one of Greece and one of Rome – that’s very good! – one of Greece and one of Rome – that can sound like a quotation – Alexander and Augustus. Your servant, sir; your servant, ma’am: draw out the ‘a-a-a-m’, remember to stretch the vowels – your servant, m-a-a-a-m. Then the bow, not too deep, you are the second brother to a great Earl, and an Honourable. The Army, sir, my life – educated at home, of course – all Hopes are learned at home – ha! – it’s where we put the breeding in them, my father says – should I say that? Is it vulgar? Is it funny, I mean, amusing? I’ll say it with a laugh – it’s where – ha! – as my dear old father – oh no! – dear old father won’t do – no more. My names directed me to the Army and, happily, my inclination was willing to follow. That’s not too bad. Or – my names ordered me – ordered me is better! A military man, you see – ordered me to join the Army and my inclination was happy to yield. I like ‘yield’. Spread out the middle – yie-e-eld! Saw service in Flanders, 1794, brigade major of the Guards under Major General Gerard Lake – then the retreat – prefer not to talk of that – proud to have commanded the 14th Foot in the attack from Buren on Gueldermasen – Guu-eeld-er-masen – in January ’95. Took the place but badly wounded: very badly: leg, chest, lamed, pension, light duties, now Lieutenant Governor of Tynemouth and Cliff Fort since ’97, and turned to politics in the party of my great friend, Mr Pitt.”


The trick, so the man who said he had acted with Kemble had told him, was to “keep going”, “say anything”, “do it until it’s second nature”. The main thing, the man had said during their many hours together in that long confinement, hours, days, weeks and years in which he had fought to reconstitute himself so that he could return to life with his former appetites unimpaired – was to get used to the sound of the voice. Once the new voice ceased to surprise you, then you could forget about it: the lines would come easily. It seemed to be working.


He turned to the war with France and expressed his military man’s reservations about the new Peace Treaty just made at Amiens – “the French will use it for arming up, believe me, the Frenchman wants war and Napoleon Bonaparte has a particular detestation of the free-born Englishman. Boney will never rest until he has landed on English soil. Take my word for it, this is not a Peace Treaty, this is a break in the hostilities” – he had heard that phrase on the hustings in London and instantly adopted it as his own. He rehearsed the time he had been an ensign, he spoke about his Grand European Tour with his tutor Dr John Gillies – “this was when Europe was as easy as a man’s own grounds”: once again he repeated a phrase which pleased or flattered him – this one delighted him greatly and he imagined the copses, the temples, the river, the parks, the woods all laid before him as he repeated “as easy as a man’s own grounds”. He would pause after that and let the acres of Hopetoun work potently on his audience to conjure up the full splendour of the comparison. He referred to Italy – for the paintings – and to Egypt – for the pyramids and embalming – he had a well-fabricated passage, more or less accurately detailed, on the embalming which, he thought – having tried it out once or twice – could stun most companies, and especially one dominated by females, into a silent, shivering respect for his scholarship and experience.


He had two versions of the time he said he had spent in America and unlimited stories of London, once again, pious or profane depending on the occasion and the company. He spoke of his wounds and his injuries lightly but speak of them he did and with a melancholy fall – the Irish tincture to his speech was most emphasised here – which could not, he was certain, fail to move the delicate to trust and sympathy. He paced forward and back, waved his free hand in the wind, glanced at his notes less and less as the doing of the thing itself consumed the ulterior motive until he was not a man learning and re-learning his character but a being who had found its truest form and habitat, utterly abandoned in his flow to that moment, those words, the vision, the air and flesh and thing he was: free, unthinking, self-ravished, scarcely visible from the shoreline, finally released on that empty ocean floor.


The woman was mesmerised by him. Despite her caution she had moved nearer along the gullies until she could hear whole sentences, observe the energy and vigour of his movements and sense, as keenly as the freshening breeze itself, his desperation and his gaiety, both. At first, seeing the papers in his hand, she had thought he might be a vicar, practising a sermon – and she held onto that as a possibility despite what she heard. Although she was no churchgoer, she would have as readily accepted what he said as the content of a sermon as anything else. But he seemed too manly and too fiery for a vicar, while his clothes marked him off from the new Zealots and Ranters – they would never wear, even if they could afford, such rich and beautiful Hessian tasselled boots and so carelessly employ them in the corrosive sea paddle of the sands. But if he was not a churchman, then she was baffled. His words, the rush of water, the bird cries hollow across the wastes, lulled her and she was drawn up, out of the channel, onto the broad expanse of sands.


“Who do you think I am?” he asked, wheeling as unexpectedly as the lapwings. For an instant, she was stunned dumb.


She shook her head, put her hand to the small of her back and levered herself upright using this acceptable action to steady herself and to disguise her fear at being seen through so immediately.


“Then who are you?” he said – and she noted that this voice was not the grand, aristocratic sound of his speech, but a more common, a quieter voice, put on, she assumed, gratefully, out of benevolence.


“I work the shoreline,” she answered, eventually, as someone had to stop the silence and she could not endure his direct stare however kindly his smile might colour it. Her voice sounded hoarse and too low. “I work the shoreline,” she repeated, “for the small fish.”


“This is far out”


“Sometimes I do come out, when there’s nothing near.”


“You have been following me, haven’t you?”


“Yes,” she said promptly, simply: he could see into her and there was no point in evasion.


“Did somebody send you?”


She looked at him and wanted to soothe the sudden inflammation of his fear.


“Nobody sent me.”


“What is your name?”


“Anne Tyson.”


“So why did you follow me, Anne Tyson?”


“I was,” she paused, knowing care was needed to reassure him truly, seeking for the word, “concerned for you.” She did not call him ‘Sir’: and afterwards and always when she remembered their meeting, she thought of that with pleasure and coddled the thought, rubbed it like a favoured gift.


“The Sands are dangerous,” she went on, “and you kept coming out with no guide. What we call the Keer Channel is not so bad here but over there – just beyond you – that’s the Kent Channel – a man and a horse can be swept off like empty shells.”


“Why were you concerned for me, Anne?”


Again she paused, partly to organise her words so that she would speak plainly and clearly without the impediment of dialect, partly because she saw he needed a final twist of reassurance. Then she told her story, a story she very rarely repeated to anyone: and, cannily, she sensed it would disarm him.


“I had a daughter; my only child. She was my darling and all I had. She got drowned out here. We found her fast in the sands the next day. A fog had come up – that’s the worst – and she strayed off over the cockle-beds. I stayed out looking till the tide took me away, but I was meant to be lucky and it threw me on a sandbank. She was nine. Since then I’ve lived on the shore, watching out I have a shack nearby the farm where you leave your horse. I like to think I’m still near her in that way.”


He nodded, took a few steps towards her and reached out his right hand, putting it on her shoulder.


“How do you live?”


“The sea does me. They call me old luck itself; I always get some sort of a catch.” His hand warmed her: the light weight of it made her long to be dependent.


“You can’t be older than I am. You play at being the old crone, don’t you?”


“Yes; it’s safer.”


“If they bathed you in oils, Anne Tyson, and put you in silk gowns, you’d be as fine a lady as them all.”


His face was bright, the complexion high, whipped by the weather, strong nose, fine teeth, brown glowing eyes and broad black eyebrows; he wore no wig – his hair was long, thick, grey now overtaking the brown – and there was a scar on his left cheek which dimpled as he smiled. He pressed his right hand firmly on her shoulder, disturbing her, and she arched her back and looked at him as fully. Sceptically, but trained in obedience to her social superiors, she let the old crone disguise fall away and became something of the woman he said he had spied. His left hand came up to take her arm and she noticed that the two middle fingers were bent up to the palm, clawed. Her reaction broke the moment.


“An old wound,” he said and raised both hands before dropping them to his sides. “I’ve had many wounds, Anne, in the body and in the mind. That is why I bring myself out here. You have to mend the mind as well as the body and my misfortunes have made it hard.”


“You talk to yourself.”


“I talk to reclaim the man I wish to be. Does that make sense to you?”


“No,” she said and his sudden snap of a grin shut out the moment when he had surely wanted her.


“So I’d better return now if the tides and the sands aren’t to gobble me up?”


“There’s some time yet”


“I’ll go all the same. Here,” he held out a small piece of silver. “In thanks for your concern.”


She did not want to take it but he could not be refused. She took the silver and felt diminished.


“You are a good-looking woman, Anne Tyson – I’ll not forget my guardian angel on the Bay of Morecambe.”


He put his hand to his heart and bowed.


She smiled, but he was merely brisk now; that silent untouchable web spun between them had vanished from his manner and most likely, already from his memory. He bowed again, jauntily, and set off for the shore. She returned to her shrimping, huddled over in the remorseless run of water, schooling the sensations he had aroused in her …


Having resisted one temptation, he felt free to give in to another. Newton had warned him against it but Newton was too anxious. Thank God they would part in the morning. Newton had resented the expense of the delay. He failed to understand the need for these days alone on the Sands; how could he when part of the purpose was to be somewhere free of Newton’s jealous eye? And so he talked of the need to prepare himself. The preparation had to be thorough: once launched, there would be no way back. There could be no mistake this time: he had been exposed and damaged too badly, he had failed often enough and he was no longer young: this was the last charge and it was into the cannon’s mouth. Newton – who had never been in the front line – had no conception, the man thought, of the nerve needed, of the will and imagination he had to summon up to see himself through the next few weeks. Those mad monologues to the sea had inexplicably secured him. And – damn Newton! – now he deserved a treat! Even though he would keep it secret, it would spite the man.


“He’s been varra quiet,” she said, stroking the muscled velvet of the stallion’s neck with light, open fingers.


“That’s because he trusts you, Sally.”


“Aye – he knows me now.”


“Walk him down the lane a little way, would you?”


She turned the horse from the sea and they made for the narrow lane – bushy with hawthorn, dense with sycamore – stippled here and there with the silver grey of a slim birch. After the Sands, it was as warm as a burrow. They walked in silence, the horse between them. This was only their fourth meeting and yet she felt he knew her better than anyone had ever done. He gave her sixpence a time and she was forced to pay this over to the farmer whose servant girl she was – she had given him that information with no whinge – as if the sixpence were all the old fool deserved while she got such riches as these few minutes, such benefits as being next to Him…


“You know Anne Tyson?” he said and she nodded. “She must have been like you a few years ago. That hair, reddish brown as a new chestnut, tufted up like a helmet – a number of women in this district have that colour hair – and the blue eyes – very unsettling, Sally, to an old man like me.”


“You’re not a bit old! You’re like naebody else. You’re the handsomest man I’ve ever seen! And you’ve been so kind!” she concluded her brief eulogy and looked away, confused: that such a rich, beautifully dressed gentleman should show gentle affection for a ‘nobody’ was as if she had been visited by someone from an unimaginable world.


He was deeply pleased to catch such a compliment even though it had been so clumsily baited.


“No, no, Sally. You are the beauty. You are the beauty.”


He glanced at her and, boldly, she held his look – but very soon it proved too much for her and she blushed and turned away. The broad high cheekbones too, he thought, imagining his fingers tracing them across her face, and that mouth gashed wide. The horse’s hooves clopped softly on the muddy track. He felt the unmistakable imminence of great sexual pleasure and sighed with happiness. Above their heads, the sycamores threatened to intertwine and lace the lane into a tunnel.


“I must clean my boots, Sal,” he said, having selected a spot “Would you help me?”


She nodded, alert as a hare, silent.


“We’ll tie him up against this gate. We’ll be able to keep an eye on him there – won’t we, boy?”


He smoothed the neck, as she had done, and his fingers left marks on the sweating pelt.


“Let me help you,” he said, and although she was lither than he was, she allowed him to lift her down from the gate and they went together into the field.


He loved anticipation: he let it draw out until it was the finest, tightest thread.


“Here,” he said. They were towards the middle of the field, warm grass reaching up to their thighs, the sun, golden now, inviting them to lie down and be lapped by the warmth. Sally knelt down, tore out a handful of grass and began to polish the boots.


The man looked down on her and hesitated, but not for long: this would be his last time with her: the red hair, the white neck, the body restless in that old gown long ago discarded by some charitable and overweight lady. His throat dried and – for he was a connoisseur – he knew he was going to enjoy a taste of what he most longed for.


“Let me help you,” he said, clumsily, and lowered himself down to her so that they faced each other now, fortressed by the stockade of dense high grass, and he paused one more time. “You are the beauty, Sal,” he repeated, softly. Her eyes closed, the mouth opened slightly, the want on her face was like pain. He kissed her gently, and again, very very gently, and she, used only to rough taking, to dark struggles and brutal brief unsatisfied coupling, moaned aloud at this tantalising gentleness.


He saw and knew that: there was always some part of him detached, a mind outside his mind watching, appreciating, able to conduct it all. Gorged on conceit, he thought of this as his gift. He alone, he would conclude from what he had heard and seen, loved to love and took time, took care, for he wanted, most of all, the satisfaction of the woman. He alone, of all men.


His jacket and her dress served as the bed. She was naked, white, smooth-muscled, lithe, surging towards him as he let his fingers trail over her, abstractedly, kindly, teasing her desire and spinning out his own. Suddenly he was inside her: hard but not violent and he moved and slowly, even languorously, made love to her.


This was his home; this was his landscape – the paradise of a body, not of earth and woods; the contours of flesh, the colours and sensations not of lakes and streams but of the mouth, the nipples, the vagina, the texture of hair, teeth, nails, the satin and tension of young skin, the tides of lovemaking, slow ecstatic clouds of unknowing behind closed eyes, a finger following the rippling path of the spine down from the neck, a sudden bonding of heads – like the trees in the lane – as a mouth reached to kiss a vulnerable throat, the swelling and falling susurration of breath itself binding them as the animal bodies moved and turned and locked. This was his dream of nature. Sometimes he could make the reality match the dream, but then the memory would provoke him to long for more, giving him no rest.


Afterwards they slept for a few minutes, side by side facing each other, spent but still together. He felt as if he had been absolved. The grass smelt very sweet: her hair clung damply to her brow: her body, slack now, huddled. He woke first and stroked her shoulder, enjoying the light rub of skin on skin.


“We ought to get married, you know.”


The words startled her awake: he himself, too, was taken by surprise and could have believed, for a moment, that someone else had spoken them. She looked at him wonderingly, almost reproachfully.


But the words, now uttered, gathered substance. He could see himself master of a little farm along the Sands, here, living a simple life, some fishing – one of his passions – at ease and lordly in the small community, served and adored by Sally, her marvellous body, that eagerness to obey him, that deeply soothing indiscriminate serving affection. He would make his home comfortable, bring in a few books, stroll along the shore on an evening such as this and know that sexual pleasure, even satiety, was always and uncomplicatedly available.


“Would you like that?”


She was stretched back from him now as if preparing to dart forward with greater force and strike him: except that, as he knew, the appearance and appellation of aristocracy acted on her simplicity like oppression. What could she do against the power he had? Balked, she whimpered and turned away.


“The others hurt you, didn’t they, Sal?” He reached for her hand and kissed the back of it. “All of them always hurt you.”


“When will you be back?”


“Tomorrow.”


They dressed in silence and sauntered back to the gate. He got onto the horse rather heavily – he was threatening to be stout about the upper body. She forced herself to speak.


“What did you say that for?”


“I meant it, Sal.” Sincerity, he thought, was his greatest characteristic: often meant.


She stood aside as the man she knew as Hope trotted away. Then she turned back towards the sea, to the west where the sun was nesting across the bay on the Furness Fells, a celestial kingdom which she had never visited, the gold now veined with rushes of crimson as it set so massively before her, still warm, glowing on her transfigured face.


The man did not hesitate, nor look back once, uncaring and unaware of the immense grandeur of the sun now transforming the sands with a blood-red tide so that the great, greedy gob of bay became as rich as the inside of a mouth. He rode, contentedly, the two miles to Lancaster, earthed to himself, through the woman he would not see again, now confident of success.


Newton stood in the centre of the darkening room, his white face the only contrast in the dusky oak-stained gloom of the Royal Oak’s finest quarters. As always, Hope feared that Newton knew everything he had done and condemned it. And as always he rejected that fear as foolish and fought to keep independent of it. At his best, he knew, he could have power over Newton: only when he was weak or uncertain would Newton’s influence dominate and shape him. Even now he had to be on guard.


“It was my last rehearsal,” he said, banging the door behind him. “I took my time.”


“You did.”


“Can we not have some light in this room?” Hope pulled the bell-rope and heard it jangle, faintly, down the unreliable staircases of the ancient inn.


Newton watched his partner bustle about uselessly.


“You aren’t lying to me, John, are you?”


“What about?”


“You know what we agreed about leaving no scent. No marks.”


“Are you accusing me?” His tone was suddenly belligerent; his handsome face curdled to unattractive anger.


“No.” Newton dosed the topic, having got his answer.


The maid came and soon there were candles. They ate dinner in the private sitting room. Two well-stuffed and roasted freshwater trout followed by a pair of plump young ducks, a bowl of gooseberries, cream, some of the landlady’s goat’s cheese and the landlord’s indifferent beer. Throughout all this, little was said but they were men who knew each other’s company and the silences were not awkward. The meal – like any satisfaction of an appetite – cheered up Hope immediately. He lit a pipe and smiled at the puny assault Newton had made on his food.


“If you are done …”


Newton nodded as Hope removed the pipe for a moment, lunged forward and took the untouched duck, chewing through it noisily as if crowing over the superiority of his enjoyment.


When he was in this mood, Newton could not catch him. Nor did he want to. It was this hugely satiated ease in himself which he envied about the man, this claiming on every offering of life which he wondered at.


“I would be happier to come with you.” Newton was still reluctant to accept the parting.


“You have to see to the letters. And you need to settle the estate in Kent.”


“Well have no luck there.”


“Our luck’s in, come on! Isn’t it?” He reached out and gripped his friend’s arm playfully. “Come on. We’re on our way. Look at the coach.”


Newton could never resist this wave of warmth and affection.


 “That’s what I fear. It used up all our luck.”


“It’s just the beginning!”


Hope beamed at the intense recollection of the night his run of luck had ended in the fairy-tale winning of a coach and horses.


“Lucky for you, too,” he said, to include Newton. “Gave you somewhere to stow your booty.”


“Neither of us is free from sin, John.”


Hope spurred himself to defend his innocence but at the very last instant a cold sliver of a glance checked him.


“I think it would be safer if I kept the case here,” Newton said.


Both men looked at the splendid dressing-case which held two small silver pistols, all manner of silver flasks and bottles, pens, studs, trinkets, the costly embellishments of the Honourable Member for Linlithgowshire. It was Newton’s prize.


“I need it,” Hope said, without force. “Without the case and the letters both – I can’t do it.”


Newton did not reply, absorbed, it seemed, by the gleaming dressing-case.


“I have to make our fortune,” the man went on, as gently as the steady candle flame. “Remember that”


“How much money will you need?” Newton asked, eventually.


“Five guineas will serve.”


Newton went over to the case and carefully, almost reverently, sprung open one of the several secret drawers. The purse he took out was considerably lighter than it had been in London. He fondled the golden coins as he passed them over.


“I left no scent,” he said. “No marks.”


Hope shivered – then held up his beer.


“To America. A new life in a new world.”


“Here’s to the old one for the time being,” Newton returned. “Here’s hoping it gets us there.”


“Hope again!” the younger man said. “What did I tell you? You can’t better it.”


The next day, at Hest Bank, where the conveyances assembled to be conducted the seven miles across the Sands at low tide by Mr Carter, the pilot, a magnificently appointed carriage and four drove up just before the caravan was posted to move off. Anne Tyson, who often came to the departure point – where a small job could bring a few easy pence – stood back, stood straight and looked up into the face of the man smiling like a conqueror, high on the driver’s box, alone, handling the horses himself.


“Anne Tyson!” he shouted. “Good day to you – and good luck to you!”


He whipped up the horses and soon passed to the front of the caravan, vying with the pilot, taunting and daring him all the way. Anne Tyson marvelled again at his recklessness.


As she worked in the hayfield a few hundred yards from Hest Bank and waited for him to arrive as he had promised, Sally looked out, every now and then, and day-dreamed as she often did, of riding a fine carriage and horses across the great bed of the bay, a carriage like that she saw now leading the caravan.


Poor simple Sally, Anne thought, as she moved back down the shoreline; I am the one who will have to tell you that villains can give kind looks and smile while they rob you raw.




TWO


THE BEAUTY


She came to the pool unobserved. It was no easy thing to do. She had known from early in her childhood that she was watched; rarely, in company, was she allowed freedom from looks which marked her out and unsettled her. Despite her increasingly refined attempts to deflect and diminish the general interest in her beauty, she had never known the freewheeling relief of consistent unselfconscious being. She had always been on show, cursed – it often seemed to her – by unsought celebrity.


Alice, her best friend, had transformed it into habits of speech – “Of course, you’re the Beauty” or “If only I looked like you”. She seemed to think that the wear of old habit and the comfort of long friendship blunted the arrows of envy: but, Mary felt, they were ready at any time to be sharpened and loosed. So she was wary even with her best and oldest friend. As for her work – serving in the inn – it could be a torment but to complain or resist would have puzzled and offended her parents, which she could never do: and so filial respect overcame the draining embarrassment of being goggled at, remarked on, never left alone from eyes and mouths and hands that clasped on her and would not let her be. She forced herself to subdue her anger, not wanting to give her tormentors the pleasure of seeing they could sting.


Indeed, only on the loneliest heights in the most inhospitable weather or in ‘her’ pool secretly, could she be free of her humiliating, disabling life.


She had come across it by chance soon after she had begun shepherding. It had taken her months to make sure that she was alone in knowing about it There were other shepherds, woodmen, vagrants, gypsies now and then, children scrambling: but it was too high, too unexpected. Mary herself had found it only because she had been forced to slide down a rock to rescue a kid caught on a ledge. Once there, the bleating, kicking animal held tightly under one arm, she found that what had been easy enough to slide down was glassily sheer and impossible to ascend. She dropped down the rock face onto another ledge, which led around the crag onto safe ground. But below that last ledge, hidden under what had become an overhang of rock, was the pool.


It was fed by a spring which came out of the cave mouth which half-covered the collected water. She had looked up at it from the valley and not been able to spot it; the trickle which spilled over the rock spout was meagre, running down, even in wet weather, more like a smear of water than any resemblance to a force or fall. Large, almost bushy ferns grew about the place as if planted to disguise it further it was, she discovered, blessedly safe.


For Mary it became a sanctuary and she took extraordinary precautions to keep it for herself alone. No friend was told, let alone shown it; she made her way as cunningly as a poacher, tracking and backtracking with her flocks, laying false trails, calling the dogs too loudly to flush out any nearby presence, scanning and quartering the fells rigorously. If there were ever any threat of being seen, she would move towards the person, draw away from the pool, protecting it as boldly as a skylark her nest.


It was mid-July and thankfully much of the hay was already in. Three and two years previously, the worst summers in memory had ruined haytime and harvest and the previous year had been patchy. Three hungry winters had frightened and weakened most of the poorer people in the valleys and even the rather better off, like Mary’s father, had seen their resources threatened. Mary had noticed how some of the old superstitions had begun to creep back and not only those connected with the weather and crops. The previous evening, for instance, when some of the haymakers had come in for a drink after the last of the sleds of hay had been gathered, there had been an argument over who had the longest burning fire in the valley.


Winter and summer, day and night, the peat fires smouldered in damp cottages all over Western Europe, enlivened only by roots or by wood too knotted to work: the cheap peat smoked and smelled and the hallan drops sweated like drizzle. Hankinson of Lorton had won, claiming that his grandmother had brought it from Ireland, which made it well over a century. In his family, he said, it was still believed that if you let out the fire, the soul of the people went out of the house. Then they had talked of corpse ways and the custom of touching the body of the dead man or woman, which would bleed if prodded by the finger of a murderer. Into the long light northern night such talk had spun out, but with the hot hay banked on the sleds outside and the sky a cobalt crystal, the talk had more of the nature of relief than gloom. For this spring and summer had turned out to be wonderfully ripe – wet when needed, hot and dry when needed, the hay safely in and ahead of time, a heavy crop, and the harvest promising to be just as fine.


She instructed her dogs to guard the flanks of the natural pen she had chosen, and left her inescapable bundle of knitting most obtrusively on a rock so positioned, she thought, that it would point to her having just gone off in the opposite direction. A final look about – little movement below on the sun-sucked midday fields, a few reassuring axe-blows from the woods, faintest murmurs only from the parched streams. She sauntered across to her rock, bent down as if to pick a flower and suddenly slid down the hard hot surfaces onto the ledge and round to her pool where she drew off her long heavy dress and her shift in one violent movement, threw them into the dry ferns and stepped into the biting cool fresh lucid water.


Her white skin hardened at the touch, defining even more clearly the muscular shapeliness of a body used to working on the farm and roving the high fell land, a body well fed on plain fare and by nature extraordinarily voluptuous – a voluptuousness known to and seen by herself alone and then for a moment only as she glanced down at the glass pool before breaking its mirror image. She loved to feel the shock of cold crisping the skin, making her aware of her body in a way that seemed almost magical as she swam a few strokes, letting the coldness bathe her, exhilarating as it lapped her. She turned to lie and look up at the sky. She loosed the unusually long and heavy plait which had been coiled about her head and the thick hair spread out about her, covering the water like slowly undulating grasses, making so large a semicircle about her head that her face appeared small, vulnerable and somehow religious, the strands like rays of a blessed sun. Her white skin marbled under the faintly grey-blue water. She moved her legs and hands minimally to keep buoyant as she lay and looked up at the bare blue sky.


It was a time to think of nothing at all. She let herself seem to dissolve into the water.


She had read of saints and hermits – some of whom had lived in the district – and in her present mood could understand them very well, she thought, especially the most locally revered of all, St Cuthbert, who had finally chosen to live alone on a tiny island, with only birds and seals for company, and for his bed a coffin out of which, she had always remembered the phrase, ‘nothing could he see but the sky’. From her cave pool she did not have quite such a pure, unhindered view although she would occasionally succeed in imitating the saint by paddling her hands and achieving a particular axis: but she could never hold it for long: nor did she try very hard: saints, hermits, all those romantic figures of childhood were too hard to live by. Yet she could imagine herself as a hermit and brood into a stupor of ecstasy. As the cool water hardened its grip on her skin, she had an intimation of that state. She shook it off, turned for a moment to lie face-down on the water, let the cold tense her face and then once more lay to look at the sky.


She must guard against becoming thought of as odd.


It was odd at her age to be unmarried: odder still, in the rough and tupping of the valley, to be a virgin: oddest of all when she looked on her body which common sense told her was good for work, for children and perhaps the secret pleasures the girls often hinted at and occasionally boasted about so coarse-boldly that you laughed and only part believed. It was difficult to understand. Although she had been told she was different from all the others from about her twelfth birthday, she had joined in with the others no less wholeheartedly than before; indeed, as before, she had been a leader in the more daring games, including those which, late on warm nights, had ended in the haylofts where they burrowed for each other, the boys with hands like ferrets, the girls aching to be caught yet wanting to be seen to be bent on escape. She had loved it, loved the reek of hot hay, the safe tumbling down the stacks, the covert pressings and embraces, the sudden switching of allegiances, the instant cobweb complex of understandings, the sheer pulse-thrilling rich-ness of it And yet, for some reason or by some instinct, she had never let it go further than that romp of common sensuality … even with the one she thought she might have loved she had been elusive, ready with excuses, away … relieved, frustrated, almost giddy at times and always aware of that ember of shame which glowed hotter and could kindle as the days passed, as meetings and glances confirmed the denial, the rejection, and a vague but potent suffusion of unworthiness rose up like ground mist and could depress her thoughts for days on end. ..


The water: the rock: the bare blue sky: herself lesser than a pin-point to the eye of heaven: forgetting herself as the cold most deliciously penetrated to her bone and chilled her thoroughly. The sun on her face seemed far away from her body: the silence shored up the solitude: naked and almost perfectly still, she closed her eyes and watched the swirl of blood. She was as poised as a bird – a hawk, a gull, an eagle – which finds the peak of an air current and hovers seemingly motionless, seemingly painted on the sky.


Small waves lapped whisperingly against the rock: a slight breeze came around the fell and cuffed the ferns so that their symmetrical leaves arched back as if stretching themselves… in the woods more axes were picked up and the steel thudded into the bark with that dull ringing sound which was heard and echoed all over the valley… The sounds chimed and blended as she drifted …


She had brought a small rough towel which served well enough: she liked to keep the damp coolness on her skin as long as possible. By the time she had climbed back up to the top of the ledge, the sun had warmed her almost uncomfortably. She left her hair loose, to dry more quickly, even though its waist length was usually tucked away for efficiency and out of shyness. No-one was about. She whistled up the dogs and turned the flocks down towards the valley, walking behind them – she preferred it to going in front which the older shepherds still did – knitting as she went, unthinkable that she should fall behind in her weekly quota.


In other valleys, they were beginning to wall in the fellsides and the common land, making it easier for the shepherds since the flocks could be left overnight, but much harder for the small farmers and the village people who were being told that land common to all of them for centuries was now private property. Mary would have welcomed leaving the sheep out overnight up here: heavy rain in early spring still fed parts of the high pastures through active springs and the grass was good. Moreover the long daily walk to and from the valley bottom was no help to the fattening of the flock. And even the goats could have stayed out: it would be easy enough to milk them on the hillside and carry the buckets back down.


It was early to be heading back but her father needed her that evening and there could be no arguing with him. But Mary dawdled, not urging the dogs to chase up malingerers, happy that the beasts should nibble what they could from the verge tufts and hedge banks along the way. She liked her gentle animals, knew them all well, enjoyed watching their delicate testing steps, the haughty peck at the air, the tocsin of the neck bells.


The young labourer sat on a rock just outside the village, head bent, his left hand pressing a clutch of docking leaves against his jaw. The sheep and goats took none of his attention.


Mary would have walked past with no more than a nod but – noticing the hem and skirt of a dress – he groaned, very loudly, and she stopped.


“Can I help?”


He looked up mournfully, half his face hidden by the elephant ears of docking leaves, and, gaunt from a fortnight’s agony, he scarcely saw the face to which his own lugubriously tick-tocked ‘no’.


“Is it a boil?” Again the young man’s pendulous negative. “Toothache?”


The docking leaves moved slowly up and down like branches bowed by rain.


“Have you tried peppers and vinegar?”


“I want nae mair cures.” The voice was startlingly youthful after the aged semaphore of the doleful head.


“Can I see?”


He had no hesitation in letting her do this. Over the past few days the extent of his pain and the failure of several suggested cures including the torture of a dismal though well-attended attempt to dig the two rotten teeth out of the inflamed gum with a knife had left him with something of the feeling that he was public property.


“You need some laudanum for that.”


“I’ll tek nae Black Drop.” This was the local powerful opium mix.


“The pain must be terrible.”


Mary had seen two large molars on the right-hand bottom jaw, yellow-black and broken, surrounded by what seemed like a septic gum. “You really ought to have laudanum. It can do you no harm,” she said.


“I’ll tek nae Black Drop,” the young man repeated and stared at the young woman as if seeing her for the first time.


That he should be in such a state at such a moment! His self-pity slid off him.


He got to his feet so abruptly that he bumped into her: she laughed and stepped back and he made an attempt to return the laugh but it twisted his face so lopsidedly that Mary had to restrain any further laughter immediately for fear he would take offence.


“I’m goin’ here,” he said, and held out a handbill as if offering a proof of identity.


It read:


John Summers, Dentist,


Takes the liberty of acquainting his friends and the public that he is just arrived from Newcastle and will commence pursuing his profession here with the utmost Attention and Care, and may be found at the house of Mr John Burnett, innkeeper, in Keswick, or, upon application, will wait on any Lady or Gentleman in their own house.


He begs leave to observe that he is the only Person in the kingdom who can extract a Tooth even in the most decayed state, without pain to the patient: he also professes CLEANING, SCALING and PLANTING TEETH.


From one to a Complete set N.B. He makes POWDERS and TINCTURES for hardening, the gums, cleaning the teeth and sweetening the breath.


 



	Box Is. 6d.


	Bottle 2s. 6d.


	Duty included.








*** His stay in this place will be for a few days only. July 15th, 1802


G. Ashburner Printer.


“I want to git to him and git back to-neet.”


“Are you up in the mines?”


“Yes.” But felt compelled to add, “I’ve just taken it on for summer work, to strike out a bit on me own. But I divvn’t much like it. I’ll go back to t’ farm for harvest.”


He was uncommonly tall, she noticed, and possibly younger than her twenty-four years: the work in the slate mines must be very hard for him.


“You should get that mouth cleaned out,” she said. “Come back and I’ll give you some salty water and a clove or two if you won’t take laudanum.”


“Nae Black Drop,” he repeated again. “There’s men up in them mines go mad from it, you see,” he said, to explain his reluctance to take the most common and effective pain-killer. “And my father said that once the Black Drop gets hold of you – you’re done.”


“You’ll be done if you don’t get those teeth out.”


“I have some salt,” he said, rather proudly, producing a small hemp pouch from his breast pocket “I rinse me mouth out every time before I have a drink.”


Mary hesitated: she took an interest in medicines – her mother had passed on a number of remedies and she had collected and catalogued many more for herself: but the teeth she had seen were so very bad that a salt rinse on the way to speedy extraction was by far the safest cure. Although he was trying to cheer up, the young man’s face was lined and almost grey from the pain.


“Don’t let me hold you back then,” she said, “but if that – Mr Summers doesn’t do the job, go to Mr Marrs – he’s a veterinary surgeon but hell help you.”


“Thank you.” Feebly, the young man tried to summon up the words which would keep her in his company a little longer. But she was on her way: even though the flock was drifting slowly, it had opened up a reprehensible gap.


“I’m Richard Harrison,” he said, raising his voice as she moved away.


“Get him to give you one of his powders for your gums,” she said, “and keep rinsing with the salt – until it’s all healed.”


She went swiftly, down the hard mud track.


He watched her greedily, lamenting his luck to see and meet her at last but in such a pathetic condition. His face, he knew, he had been told often enough, looked like a skeleton at a funeral.


“I’ll see you then,” he shouted, defiantly: but she did not turn round. He saw her in a pool of light, her hair lifting gently as she moved away.


But he had met her! He turned off for Keswick with that consolation at least. She was everything they said she was!


Her birth had been registered a few miles from Buttermere in the Parish Register of Lorton. “Mary, daughter of Joseph Robinson of Buttermere, baptised on June 19th, 1778.” She was barely fourteen when Captain Budworth, on a walking tour of the fashionable Lakes, met her and planted her firmly in his best-selling book A Fortnight’s Ramble in the Lakes. “Her hair was thick and long, of a dark brown… her face was a fine oval with full eyes and lips as red as vermilion … she looked an angel… Ye travellers of the Lakes, if you visit this obscure spot, such you will find the fair Sally of Buttermere.” He got her name wrong – deliberately, perhaps, to protect her – but his urging was effective. From then on, Mary Robinson, daughter of the local landlord of the Fish Inn, became a landmark for Lake Tourists, as much a part of the fashionable round trip as the ‘stations’ recommended by Father West, the picturesque views suggested by William Gilpin, the grand natural horrors described by Gray or Pocklington’s extravagances around Derwent Water.


She became known as ‘Mary of Buttermere’, The Maid of the Lakes’, ‘The Beauty of Buttermere’: the walls of her father’s inn were scribbled over with compliments in Latin, Greek, French and English, the latter being rubbed out by Mary, now and then: and she was the pride not only of the immediate neighbourhood but of valleys beyond. Wordsworth wrote of her “delicate reserve … unspoiled by commendation and the excess of public notice”. Coleridge, another of many admirers, looking behind her immediate circumstances for a root explanation of her grace and intelligence, repeated the inevitable rumour that Joseph was merely her “nominal father”. There were those who claimed she was the most beautiful woman in the Kingdom.


Captain Budworth returned six years after his first visit – this time, to warn her. A little late perhaps. Again he is utterly charmed: “really a heavenly countenance”. He notes her “well-dressed young man, full six feet high, rosy as the morning”, and her best girl friend whom he persuades to help Mary let down that fascinating hair: “her friend immediately unpinned her cap and let it float; and, at my request, that natural ornament was left to flow”. Then he got down to business.


“Taking her by the hand, I began… your age and situation require the utmost care. Strangers will come and have come purposely to see you; and some of them with bad intentions. We hope you will never suffer from them; but never cease to be on your guard …”


Mary’s reply was polite but sharp. “I hope, sir, I ever have and trust I always shall take care of myself.”


It was now four years on from Budworth’s second visit.




THREE


“KESWICK IS READY”


“Bring me the landlord!”


The boy fled across the yard, leaving Hope alone in his coach in the small courtyard of the Queen’s Head in Keswick. It had been a testing thirty miles through the Lakes from Kendal. He had made a stopover there, and, in the evening, gone down to the kitchen for a conversation which had tickled his imagination with stories of spirits and dobbins but soaked his brain in too many glasses of port Some of it was sweated out by the journey but he feared that he would not escape the full consequences. The only sure defence was to drink again. Newton had warned him against that as well.


George Wood came out unhurriedly – demonstrating that he was at no man’s beck and call – but with a welcoming, even ingratiating, air – showing that he knew where his duty and profit lay. He was almost bald – the exposed skin brown as sandpaper – built like a wrestler, which indeed he had been, with a figure which recommended the hospitality on offer and a face cast in what the man was beginning to recognise as a typically north country character, marred only by a wall eye. The boy – he was about eleven – dodged about behind him, over-excited by the steaming splendour of the four dark horses and the glittering carriage. The landlord’s unhurried pace sharpened when he saw the style of his newest customer.


“Get Dan,” he ordered – and once more the slightly built boy catapulted himself across the yard in a frenzy of obedience.


“George Wood,” he announced. “I’m the landlord here. At your service, sir.”


The man looked down on him and held his eyes for a moment, before smiling, openly, warmly. Wood returned the smile and relaxed a little.


“The horses need a good rub and then I’d like you to put them out for a day, or maybe two.”


The man still stayed in the driving seat, forcing Wood to look up, intimating that he had not quite decided to stay at the Queen’s Head.


“There’s a lush field round the back will do the trick, sir: all the stables let out onto it” Wood spoke slowly: he valued important guests and was afraid a careless rough word or expression – such as he used to his servants – might escape and deter them.


“Do you have a good room free?”


“There’s a fine big bedroom with a private parlour off it that many ladies and gentlemen have been good enough to tell me they found very comfortable, sir. And Mrs Wood keeps the best table in the whole of Keswick.”


“So I’ve heard,” the man answered, teasing with a pause but flattering with a smile. “Very well. I’ll stay.”


As if he had been persuaded, though reluctantly, to come to a finely judged decision, the man seemed to wrench himself from the high box. He jumped down beside the landlord, where they found they were about the same height. The man had to force himself not to flinch at the close sight of that wall eye: squeamish-ness could be misinterpreted and he might need the landlord’s friendship. He looked around at the buildings appreciatively.


“And your servant?” the landlord enquired.


The new arrival was word perfect.


“Terrified,” he replied promptly. “I managed to coax him across the Lancaster Sands but since we came into this glorious country – which is all that tempts me to stay over for a few days, to break my journey north – such wonders! Such grandeur! – but old Peters – I inherited him from my father – for old Peters it was too horrifying – the rocks threatening to crash down on our heads, those great falls of water – simply looking about him made him dizzy – poor old man, it was a pathetic sight – he is half-blind, crippled in one leg and suffers from loose bowels – I put him on the coach back to London – that wasteful and entirely corrupt Babylon, Landlord, an abscess on the pure complexion of our noble island – and drove the last few miles myself. Not at all an unpleasant experience – such air! Such hills! – Fells you call them? – Such nature! You see, I’m a Lake Tourist already! Such views! My card.”


George Wood took the card but would far rather have taken more of the words of the man before him. The delivery entranced him: and there was that lilt, a touch of the Irish. If there was one thing George Wood enjoyed more than another – as he would repeat – it was the sound of a good voice in full flow. And the man had the looks for it, as Wood was to relate, over the next few weeks, increasingly beguiled by his honourable guest – the powerful shoulders, the heavy black eyebrows, the scar, even the long, thick, unwigged hair – all of which showed a man ready for adventure or ready with a word, equally.


“I’ll trouble you not to publish the news of my arrival,” the man said, reaching out with his blemished hand to give the landlord a confidential squeeze of the arm. “I have reasons for travelling incognito for the moment You understand.”


“You can rely on me, sir.” Wood’s good eye glared loyalty.


The men offered each other a small conspiratorial bob of a bow.


Dan, preceded by the terrier boy, lumbered into the yard pulling on his shirt, hay covering his hair like a thatch. “Aa’ve been doon’t ‘ay field,” Dan announced, angrily. “Can’t deu ivvery thing at yence, thou knows.”


“Take this gentleman’s carriage to the stables. Then put the horses in the home field.” Wood could have been Louis XIV addressing a practised courtier. Dan took the hint.


The boy rocked between the three men like a tremulous whippet confounded by too many scents. Wood glanced at the man and then nodded. “Up you go,” he said and, released, the boy flew up to land beside Dan on the seat, eyes straight ahead, in his glory.


“You remind me of the monkeys in the jungles of the Orient,” the visitor said. But the boy was too full of himself to react.


The mighty four-hander was wheeled about the courtyard, hooves, wheels, commands, harness dinning and jangling, the noise itself announcing to half the town that George Wood had snared some very plump game.


“I’m transporting a few possessions down to Hopetoun,” the man said, as Dan manoeuvred his way round the comer, “some plate, linen, a few cases of wine – will you see it is all brought to my rooms?”


“Certainly, sir. And now – a little rum and water?”


The man nodded in an offhand, careless sort of way, his eyes still on the carriage, his mind back with Newton in Lancaster: how would he react when he discovered that he had smuggled all their loot away? “But I need it,” he muttered to himself and then shrugged: and what could Newton do now? The game was on …


After a dinner served in his parlour – baked trout, burgundy and a bruisedly empurpled summer pudding – he prepared for his first saunter into the town. It was about five p. m., the afternoon heat was evaporating and those who wished to promenade would be out about this time.


The Monkey-boy – as he had nicknamed him – had taken away the luxuriant Hessian tasselled boots and glossed them to black glass. A silver threepence had more than rewarded his zeal and doubled his fidelity to this man whose carriage and horses were of such magnificence: no-one else in Keswick could touch him and, once round the corner, Dan had let him hold the reins.


Hope dressed without show but like a man of considerable means. His white trousers, freshly cleaned, had front pockets with fob seals in both; his white cravat was of excellent linen and served the secondary purpose of covering up a troublesome boil which was just about to erupt on his neck – he was ashamed of this blemish, priding himself, vain, over his physical appearance; he put on his green frock coat, his black felt hat and took the leaded oak stick.


Although he was aware of a few admiring and complimentary glances on the streets of Keswick, he was greatly reassured to find that the quality of his clothes was not singular. Several others shared it – a group of young women chaperoned by one whose likeness to all of diem betrayed her to be their mother; a couple of quite dandified young sportsmen not too far behind; an aged old gentleman quite of another period but faithful in every detail to its fashions. As he sauntered about the cooling streets he was happily aware of style, family, money. ‘Colonel Hope,’ he would say to himself every now and then – ‘your servant, ma’am’ – rightly imagining his eventual introduction to most of these strangers whom he hoped to greet as fellow Lake Tourists, brought up from as far away as London itself to pass a whole summer for health and recreation among the newly famous lakes and hills. Those staying at a fashionable resort such as Keswick – where there would be entertainments, regattas, picnics, dances, good company and comfort – would of course be the richer, often the very rich. And they came not only for health and recreation. What better place, for instance, to hide away a desirable young daughter for a few months until her adolescence was safely passed by and her marketability, in her absence, more freely calculated?


Keswick pleased him a lot In his early days he had visited many northern market towns and this was as neat as any he had seen. There were some handsome buildings, no church in the immediate vicinity where he might get an inspiring sermon, but shops, hotels, offices – and there was a museum, so he had been told by Wood, and several other curiosities: above all, though, what most pleased Colonel Hope was the evidence of industry. The pack horses ambling up the broad main street, the gigs and carts, the chaises and carriages constantly flowing in and out of the winding side thoroughfares, and everywhere the heartening signs of solid prosperity – saddlers, tanners, millwrights, masons, weavers, tailors, woollen manufacturers, print makers, drapers, blacksmiths, whitesmiths, brewers, hatters, bakers and grocers and shoemakers, the whole interrelated mesh of trade and commerce, stinking horse manure, street cries, children, machine noises cohering, almost humming in the busy yards and alleys off the thoroughfare of the main street. The man had never tried to explain it to himself but this labyrinth of small town commerce gave him an ease and buoyancy he found in no other human concentration – neither in the most flirtatious village nor in the most classical city. London, to him, was the hum of Keswick orchestrated into an overpowering symphony.


Thoroughly relaxed, the effects of the rum and the wine still in their benevolent ascendance, he turned away from the business of the town and made for Derwent Water, called Keswick Lake by Wood, who had naturally assumed he would scarcely be restrained from racing down to its shore. He followed the ostentatiously leisured promenade of Keswick society, nodding imperceptibly, pecking his way into that idle circle. His leg was beginning to ache a little but it was a short stroll to the south of the town and he was determined that here, on this famed site, his education as a man of feeling before nature would begin. For another unforgettable statement of the friend of Kemble’s had been “if you can believe in it, so will everyone else”. He might need to believe in this ‘nature’: perhaps a lot would depend on it.


Hope stood on the point of Friar’s Crag, looking down into the Jaws of Borrowdale and waited for the revelation; of scenes like these, great poets had written, great painters painted. Thomas Gray, on an ecstatic journey, had called this the Vale of Elysium and after the publication of his popular journal letters, numerous writers had arrived to enquire into and celebrate the fascination and beauties of this divinely compacted complex of hills, valleys, streams, lakes and what Coleridge called “their thrilling interspaces”. One of the first great oils exhibited at the Royal Academy by Turner, ten years earlier, had been of Morning Among The Coniston Fells, painted just a few miles from where ‘Colonel Hope’ stood gazing. In that amazing work – he was twenty-three when it was exhibited – Turner saw Paradise in this setting: the lower half of the painting is concerned with the descent into darkness, while the top half is a world of light both ethereal and suggestive of infinity. In the central triangle, among a flock of sheep, are a man and a woman, Adam and Eve themselves, in a Cumbrian Eden. As the Colonel stood looking out from that prow of rock which is Friar’s Crag, Wordsworth had begun to re-write The Prelude, immortalising the transforming effect of the Lakes, and Coleridge – in residence in Keswick and only a few hundred yards from the Queen’s Head at Greta Hall – was probing into the religious joy to be found both in the superficial attractions and experiences of the place and in the intimations it gave of the deepest workings of the mind.


In the philosophies, the art and thought of men as profound and influential as Gray, Turner, Coleridge and Wordsworth, this small, cut-off, backward place had become at once a laboratory and an exemplar, the testing ground and the ideal itself, the Arcadia where balked political revolution and failed religion turned to nature for a new radical impulse. Until very recently it had been thought of as an empty savage wilderness. Still was, by many.


Including Hope. He had stood there looking at the prospect for a full three minutes. He had given it every chance, he thought: and the evening was a fine one. There were boats on the lake, correspondingly picturesque clouds in the sky, a breeze, fashionable strollers, signs of elegant activity over on Pocklington’s Island, everything a Lake Tourist could wish for. But Hope was fascinated by the people and only by the people. He would act out the phrases but all that had really impressed him was that fine stretch of water he ought to be able to find some good fishing.


“Burkett’s your man for fishing,” George Wood replied with the slow emphasis of the well-behaved drunk. They were alone together, late, in the snug, with port. “Burkett can charm them onto the hook.” The Colonel could have sworn that the wall eye twinkled. He forced himself to look at it without flinching.


“I’ll hire him.”


“I’ll whistle him up in the morning. He looks after High Hill toll gate. Martin can do that Martin is his son. Allow me, sir.”


He poured an immoderate measure into his guest’s over-large glass.


“Who do we have here, then, roundabout Keswick? What society?”


“Not much, sir, not at what you’d call your level. There’s Captain Spence at Pigmy Hall and Mr Slack at Derwent Hall, Mr Pocklington at Barrow Cascade Hall, Colonel Peachey on Vicker’s Island, Mr Coleridge, the poet, who writes for the Morning Post, and Mr Crosthwaite with his famous museum: was it that sort of person, sir?”


“Not quite. Not exactly, Mr Wood. Not altogether. Compliments to Mrs Wood.” Avoid the man from the Morning Post.


“She’ll be very honoured, sir. Well, have a think, George Wood, now. There’s Lady Gordon down at Derwent Bay, Lady William Gordon, and Sir Frederick Treese Morshead at Derwent Lodge-”


“No, no, I don’t think so.” Too married, by the sound of it and not fat enough.


“Oh – up a bit, you mean. I understand. It would be up and up as far as you – ssshhh – not a word. Up and up and still roundabout Of course, with the Derwentwaters gone…” Wood paused to remember the romantic Catholic family who had taken their title from the Lake. “Executed, father and son, after the ’15 and ’45. Stayed here, at the Queen’s Head, the second Earl – by all accounts a fine gentleman.” Homage paid, Wood recovered pace. “Well. There’s the Earl of Carlisle down at Naworth, the Grahams at Netherby, the Penningtons at Muncaster Hall, always have been, and the Earl of Thanet at Appleby, the Earl of Derby down in Witherslack, the Flemings at Rydal and Coniston, the Stricklands at Sizergh and the Lonsdales, of course at Lowther, been there for ever before King William the Conqueror, they’re the great power in the country. Mr Pitt has his seat down at Appleby all thanks to the Lonsdales.”


“I’m well aware of that, sir. And of some of those you have mentioned. But, Mr Wood – incognito’s the word.” He paused. “Mr Pitt is a good friend of mine. I am proud to count myself of his party. And he needs his men. For this business at Amiens is not a Treaty – merely a break in the hostilities. To Mr Pitt – a great Englishman.” This excited Mr Wood so much that he heaved himself to his feet.


“To Mr Pitt indeed, sir, and when you next see him – tell him there’s men in Keswick hack him up and tell him, if he wants to have another go against the Frenchman – tell him – Keswick is ready.” Back in his wrestling mood, Mr Wood stood, feet apart, prepared to grapple with every Frenchman ever born.


“‘Keswick is ready.’ It shall be done, Mr Wood. And he will appreciate it ‘Keswick is ready.’ I will mention you by name.” They drank to the Prime Minister, who perhaps of all the Prime Ministers who ever lived would most have appreciated that particular salute. “But you are still not on target, Mr Wood, if you will excuse me, not ‘warm’, as we say, you haven’t found the range of the enemy’s lines.”


“Enemy, sir? Where? Where?”


“A manner of talking, Mr Wood, a game with words, a game, by God, I’d love to have played in the pulpit, sir, and I repeat that blasphemy, or in the pursuit of die Muse – words, Mr Wood-”


“Don’t you get a chance to talk in Parliament, sir?”


“In Parliament, Mr Wood, I only talk when I have something to say. That is why I am a Mend of Mr Pitt’s. Do you understand me? Only when I have something – and by something, Mr Wood, I mean a fine thing, a noble thing, a thing that must be said by me and can only be said by me and no better said by any other than myself, I mean a thing that would touch the very tiller of the ship of state, Mr Wood, touch it to the tiller so that my words would make it change its path through the mighty ocean of history and swing quite away from the course it was following before the words – like zephyrs, Mr Wood, like the south-westerlies, like those fecund motions which blow our great clippers across the China Seas – those words, those words of mine should be those guiding winds and until I can be a guiding wind, and not before, Mr Wood, Parliament for me is a place to sit tight and look to my good friend Pitt In silence: value untold. You understand.”


“To a ‘T’, sir. And I more than understand. I follow you, sir; I raise my glass to you. No – I toast you – next to Mr Pitt – a great Englishman.” They sucked down another liverish measure.


“It was the visitors, Mr Wood. I was trying to winkle out who might be my fellow Lake Tourists. I have neither the inclination nor – I may say – the time to make the acquaintanceship of the local gentry: as for the local noblemen – too many of them, as I said, will be known to my elder brother or myself or my father, or one or other of our family – I have no wish for family connections when travelling incognito. Families can pull one down, don’t you find, Mr Wood? They can reach up from the deep as we try to paddle our own small craft and entangle us in their thrashing arms like the terrible octopus, having its serpent way with us – friendly it may want to be – but how can we judge that, Mr Wood? – when we are thrashed about by those serpenty arms of the octopus and dragged down onto the ocean bed as I have seen, with my own eyes, once …”


The voice had assumed a trajectory of its own. Perhaps because of those years virtually alone, allied to the intensive preparations and the desperation of his present position, he found that an all but incontinent garrulity was taking him over. Newton would have charged him with excessive carelessness. But it had been a heavy day – the long drive, the arrival, the bracing himself to meet Keswick, the drink – and his flattering conviviality had now made him a most faithful ally: Newton would never understand that there were times when you had to be excessive, even to take what appeared the path of self-indulgence for surprisingly it could often be self-rewarding. But now he was sodden and tired, in that pleasant quagmire of alcohol and fatigue, slowly sucked into half-lights of bottomless, luxurious ease. But Wood had still not taken the point about the monied Tourists. It was too late to press further. He would find out soon enough. Wood was now his man.


With the experienced intuition of what would be waiting for him when he woke up in the morning, he held onto the landlord’s company. There is a time in drinking when the only answer to excess is over-excess. Dan and the Monkey-boy were asleep in the loft above the stables where, with the other six male servants, they shared a space the size of three horseboxes: the maids were only marginally more amply bedded in two attics: the other guests – none of them suitable, the Colonel had deduced, though one or two wealthy enough to cultivate for the sake of exercise if nothing else – had long ago retired as had the landlady herself, graciously released by Mr Wood after bringing up the second bottle of port They were seated on an oak settle in the small snug: a peat fire had been started up to take the edge off the cool night even the horses were asleep. The Colonel ‘saw’ it all – this faculty for detaching himself and looking back on himself could sometimes terrify but most often fascinate him. He ‘saw’ two drinking men, in the silent snug of the Queen’s Head, in the small night huddle of the town raised only slightly between two dark-skinned lakes in the lap of ancient mountains themselves no more than finger tracings under the awesome landscape of the sky: and beyond that – 


“Are you a religious man, Mr Wood?’ he heard himself ask.


“There’s not much time for that in my trade, I’m sorry to say, but if challenged, sir, I would say – yes, I am a religious man.”


“I see no life without religion,” his distinguished guest went on, sober in his speech, quite without that gallop of verbosity which had so far characterised most of his contributions. “The Holy Trinity have consoled me in all my times of darkness. They are what we must all aspire to.”


“Yes indeed.” A little uncertain, George Wood held up his glass and there it hovered. “Amen,” he muttered, finally, but did not take a drink. “There was an example of a miracle of creation not far from here just died a few years ago,” he said, cheering up what he was afraid might become a difficult and philosophical conversation. “You won’t have heard of a man by the name of Black Jack?” The Colonel, now packing a pipe, shook his head and Wood re-told one of his favourite stories. Here it served to illustrate ‘the miracle of creation’: he could use it, though, for any one of a dozen purposes – ‘the equality of man’, ‘the influence of the hills’, and even, on occasions, ‘the working of the devil’. “Blackjack was a Negro servant down at Low Graythwaite, belonging to Mr Rawlinson. He was a marvel with horses although where he came from horses had never been seen. That was why they got him cheap. Anyway, he paddled along for a year or two and then he took to learning. Nobody found out why. But soon he’s reading, he’s writing, he gets hold of Mr Rawlinson’s books and he’s learning mathematics, and then he teaches himself music on the fiddle. Not only to play it – he makes it up for himself and there’s plenty can still sing and play what Black Jack first made up.


“Now you might suppose that a lot of this would be down to Mr Rawlinson, but not one bit of it I’ve heard that Mr Rawlinson wasn’t best pleased: I’m told in fact that he put obstacles in the way of Black Jack and only loaned him the books and kept him on because of the horses: there were so many others in the country would’ve taken Jack on for his way with the horses and Rawlinson was an envious man. No, Jack did it all on his own – a corn chest was his writing desk, the bit of the granary he lived in was his library and study and all. Nobody understood what he was about in studying. All they knew – apart from the horses – was that he was an amazing strong man. He could swim across the lake and back without a rest; he could wrestle with the best of them – I’ve talked to some fine Cumberland and Westmorland style wrestlers who’ve taken him on and been bested. But learning was his pride and joy. And nobody could understand him on that’ Mr Rawlinson and the gentlemen would have him in after a dinner to demonstrate what he could do but I’ve heard they would just laugh at him and maybe give him a sixpence: there was none of them could match him, you see – our gentry up here has never been too interested in much outside land and sport.


“So he pottered on for many a year and would have died a famous man but, when he was quite an age, he took a very powerful liking to a young local lassie. He worshipped her. He was mad for her. But, poor lass, although she liked him well enough, he terrified her and she would have nothing to do with him. When she upped and married her sweetheart, Jack faded away. Went off to the woods, never seen for weeks on end, pined himself to death. They still remember him in the district but his books and his writings were taken away and most likely burned. Just think, though, sir, a man, a black foreign man in a strange cold country, doing all that by himself. To my mind – Blackjack is a miracle. Big white teeth. Always smiling.”


“He must have been intolerably lonely,” replied the Colonel, quietly. “Poor Black Jack.”


“But a miracle.” The landlord held onto the original religious theme, wanting credit for developing it.


“Oh yes, Mr Wood, and a sign to us all. But did we see it? And did we act?”


“I would have liked a chance to wrestle him,” said the landlord, rather morosely. Then, as if it followed, he added, “He was well liked by the village people.”


“That’s something. Well, now, Mr Wood. Give me a candle. I suppose you’ve no maid to light me to bed.”


“I’ll soon rattle one up for you, sir.” The landlord stood up with a conspicuous effort.


“No,” the man said. “Tonight I’ll go alone.”


“It would be no bother.”


“Thank you, Mr Wood.”


“I am very honoured to have enjoyed your company.”


“Thank you, Mr Wood.”


“Please regard me as someone who is ready to do you every service, Colonel Hope.”


“Goodnight, Mr Wood.”


Hope tried to avoid waking up but sleep was slammed shut. Sometimes there was a reprieve. Sometimes a heavy night’s drinking was digested in dreams, released in sweat and he would wake with no more than a not entirely disagreeable grogginess. But two successive nights, separated not by restraint but by a reckless midday surrender, always led straight to the fiercest melancholy.


It was not just the physical symptoms – the brain stiff and parched, pains shooting behind the eyes until he could have rubbed out his eyeballs to remove the stabbing, the kidneys and liver feeling infected, livid, all his wounds throbbing as if bleedingly re-opened – the leg in particular threatening to lock into cramp, the clawed fingers tingling unbearably, mouth like an open sewer, his whole effort directed at being still, hiding from it, hoping this hurricane of retribution now meting out its punishment for the abuses of the nights would somehow pass: in some part of him – even though now he had to set his teeth against whimpering – he knew that would eventually pass. It was the depth of the unhappiness he could not bear. He thought, constantly, of the two pistols in his dressing-case: of how he could hold one to each temple: and then? What would dead be like?


There seemed no good reason, no reason at all, why he should exist Inside the pain of his body he felt as insignificant as a single pebble on a shingle shore. He ‘saw’ himself, contorted on the distraught bed, a thing of complete inconsequence. The mood which gripped him was one of exhausted puzzlement: how, why, should he exist at all? Inert, he could conceive of no impulse which would make him move. He was paralysed by the futility of all being. Both the weight of the world’s immense business and the certainty of its lack of need or use for him seemed to grind him to powder like two great millstones which were forever in motion.


What was this life and the point of it? Such an inconceivably brief and petty thing. Poor Black Jack – now here, now gone. And little Monkey-boy, with all the zest in the world, soon to be aged, blighted, gone. He tried to summon up the memory of Sally, disappointed, as always, that past sexual pleasures could not be relied on for present aid. All he remembered now was a bare exchange of sex, a forgotten coupling, a whim of the flesh. He could feel the slim cool barrel ends of the pistols pressing, welcomed, against the pulse in his temples. Strange comfort.


There was no reason to go on. There never was. He shut his eyes on that certainty and that blasphemy struck into the swamp of his flickering consciousness. Nothing mattered. He had lost what heart and centre of himself there might once have been. “Oh God,” he prayed, “let me be of use to Thee and I will serve Thee all the days of my life. Show me a path I should follow and I will do Thy eternal will, through Jesus Christ our Lord, amen. Show me why I am here, O Lord, amen.”


Such spontaneous prayers he repeated, softly, so as not to be heard in the bustling morning inn. Anyone who had overheard would have been impressed and even moved by the man’s sorrow, his appeal for help, his search for a sign … After an hour or so, the incantations worked like lullabies and he fell into a light doze …


“Some tea, two lightly boiled eggs – make sure they are very lightly boiled – warm bread, butter and goat’s cheese.”


The maid bobbed at the sickly looking man in the best room in the inn. She had been ready ail morning to wait on the famous new arrival but now she saw him she felt let down. She had taken great care to wet her ringlets, rub up her complexion, worn her best dress.


“You look very pretty …” And she did. He felt a reassuring – though muted, even distant through the murk of alcohol – but nevertheless an echo of reviving lust as he sought for her name.


“Christine, thank you.”


“A name from the Christian, but also” – he sat up, his lumpen, grey face more animated, and now she saw his long thick grey-shot hair – women like Christine, like Sally, always did, always had aroused him and brought out his sheerest manner – “a name like crystal – pure, sparkling in the sunlight as you do beside that sunny window. We shall be friends, I hope, Christine.”


‘Oh no we won’t,’ she vowed to herself as she smiled and bobbed and left. She did not understand why, as she was to rush and tell her best friend, but she had ‘taken against him’.


Better for that little flirtation, he got up and went across to the window. The courtyard was sun-flooded, busy, tempting. But first he must eat: and before that there were his exercises – to be done at the start of every day no matter what, for, as he had learnt in the lean years, everything depended on how strong you were. Keswick would need all his powers.


By the time he had groaned and sweated through the exercises – he concentrated particularly on his arms and chest – it was past midday, and he had been in Keswick about twenty-four hours. It was, by then, widely known in the town that the exceptionally engaging the Honourable Colonel Alexander Augustus Hope, younger brother of the Earl of Hopetoun, M. P. for Linlithgowshire and friend of the Prime Minister, Mr Pitt, was lodged in the Queen’s Head for a few days and did not want his presence in the town to be widely known.


“Now then, Colonel,” he muttered, as he pulled on the tight white breeches. “What sort of mood are you in today? Have you eaten well? Slept well? Taking the air to clear the head? Excellent, Colonel” He sucked in his stomach and snapped the breeches on. “You have a very easy life, Colonel. You lead the life of princes and the world goes to hell without you noticing a thing. But I am beginning to like you, Colonel Hope: I am starting to hear my name inside my head.” He smiled warmly at his image, seeing almost visibly, though faintly, one self settling over the other, like a halo, a crown of thorns, an aura of tension, a noose, a shiver of possession as the other self entered in.


He had noticed the two druggists in the town – Mary Fisher and Jonah Hogarth – on his previous afternoon’s ramble. He had decided it would be impolitic to go there for his laudanum. Mr Wood had recommended the local surgeon, a Dr Edmonson. Monkey-boy took his card to seek an appointment this was granted immediately and the boy guided him through the back streets to the surgeon’s house. The Colonel was ushered in by a jovial humpbacked manservant who winked and beamed unremittingly, and said not a word. Perhaps he was there for contrast, for Dr Edmonson was a fine-looking man, well aware of it, wigged after the old style but dressed in reasonably modern fashion, severe in countenance but loquacious, almost garrulous, something of a scholar and a most tremendous gossip.


He welcomed Colonel Hope into his ‘little parlour’ in an offhand way designed to impress his lack of interest in such a noble client but all too clearly revealing it Hope was greatly relieved. He had feared Edmonson might be a tough obstacle. Snobs were half-blind, he had found, and if you could work out which the blind half was, you were safe. Skilfully, as he thought, Dr Edmonson drew out from Hope his connection with Hopetoun, and his brother’s titles, while being flatteringly sworn to discretion. By now they were enjoying a fine sherry.


Hope mentioned the “trifling wounds” he had suffered in what he described as various “trifling engagements” and before he could bring himself to articulate the purpose of his visit, Dr Edmonson was on to it.


“And of course you will need your supply of laudanum!”
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