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To Joseph


I
MARK: 1890

Honour and Dishonour


He was a young man of twenty, always travelling about on intolerable daily journeys which seemed twice the normal length … He worked far into the night. Those about him ascribed his perpetual labours to fear of getting too fat.

– English Society in the Early Middle Ages,

DORIS MARY STENTON

Of medium height and stocky build, with a tendency to corpulence, he gave the impression of a figure moulded for strength. Essentially a man of action he was never idle. His restless energy is perhaps his most marked characteristic … he had the taste for literature of a well-educated man, and he enjoyed the society of wits and scholars.

– Oxford History of England:

From Domesday Book to Magna Carta,

A. L. POOLE

Despite the looseness of his personal morals he commanded affection and respect …

– ‘Henry II’,

ENCYCLOPAEDIA BRITANNICA





CHAPTER ONE




Matilda was difficult and quarrelsome … haughty and self-centred, disinclined to control the swift temper of her family …

– The Saxon and Norman Kings,

CHRISTOPHER BROOKE          

Matilda’s throne had been usurped by her cousin Stephen of Blois … For as long as young Henry, her son, could remember, civil war had been raging there between partisans of the rivals.

– King John,       

W. L. WARREN




1

I was ten years old when I first saw the inheritance and twenty years old when I first saw Janna Roslyn, but my reaction to both was identical. I wanted them.

I wanted the Inheritance because the Gothic style of that architectural nightmare of a house captivated my child’s imagination, because my mother’s fight to secure the place for me seemed to my child’s eyes not shabby and degrading but shining with nobility and courage, because the estate had been denied me and there is nothing a child wants so much as something he cannot have. And I wanted Janna Roslyn because I was twenty years old and fancied women, particularly beautiful women, and particularly women who were beautiful yet had no place among the class into which I had been born.

We met by chance. I had no good reason for being in Zillan churchyard at two o’clock on that hot July afternoon in 1890; I had no good reason even for being in Zillan. I was a stranger in that part of Cornwall, for I had been born and bred near the Helford River, and the gentle mildness of South Cornwall with its trees and estuaries and rolling hills is a world away from the stark mining coast of the North with its windswept moors, precipitous cliffs and treacherous surf.

Zillan was a moorland parish of the North.

I had walked there that afternoon after quarrelling with my father at his temporary residence in the nearby parish, and, being greatly upset at the time, I paid no attention to my surroundings until I found myself wandering up the village street towards the church. Zillan was a prettier village than the usual austere huddle of cottages that passes for a village in North Cornwall. The gardens of the greystone cottages were filled with flowers, the pub called The Tinners’ Luck had been freshly painted, and even the local stray dog looked well fed. Evidently the poverty that was following the steady decline of the Cornish mining industry had so far left this corner of the Duchy untouched. With a glance at the smoke belching from the cluster of mines on the horizon, I opened the lych-gate into the churchyard and strolled aimlessly beneath the shadow of the Norman tower towards the main door.

In the porch I paused, uncertain what to do next. I was trying not to think of my recent quarrel with my father, trying not to think of my interminable battles with my mother, trying not to think of the Inheritance which I had wanted so much for so long. I dimly realized that I was more alone than I had ever been in my life, but I was too lost and confused to be fully aware of the extent of my unhappiness. I simply remained in the porch of Zillan church as if I were taking sanctuary from some oppressive pursuing force, and as I stood there a breeze blew across the moors and the afternoon sun shone on that moorland parish from that cloudless summer sky. It was peaceful in the churchyard. I was aware of the tranquillity suddenly, of an overwhelming calmness. Everywhere was so still. The very landscape seemed poised as if it were mysteriously waiting, and as I remained motionless, mesmerized by that air of expectancy, I looked through the lych-gate to the end of the village street and saw the solitary figure of a woman walking slowly towards me across the moors.
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She wore black and carried a spray of red roses.

I went on watching her from the shadow of the porch, and somewhere far above me in the church tower a bell began to toll the hour.

She passed the first cottage on the outskirts of the village, and so smooth and effortless were her movements that she seemed to glide noiselessly down the narrow street. She looked neither to right nor to left. The light breeze from the moors lifted the veil of her hat for a second, and she raised a black-gloved hand to touch the veil back into place.

She reached the lych-gate. The flowers were only simple wild roses such as the ones that grew on the walls of the cottages nearby, and yet their very simplicity made the hothouse roses of London seem vulgar and ostentatious. She walked through the churchyard towards the porch, and I was on the point of moving out of the shadows into the light when she saw me.

She must have been surprised to see a stranger in that remote moorland village, but not even a nuance of her surprise showed itself in her face. She went on walking as if I did not exist, and I saw she intended to walk past the porch and down the path to the other side of the churchyard.

I moved involuntarily. I was hatless, but my hand moved upwards before I remembered I was bareheaded.

‘Good afternoon,’ I said.

She allowed herself to look at me. Her eyes were blue, wide-set, black-lashed behind her veil. The next moment she had inclined her head slightly in acknowledgement of my greeting and walked past me without a word.

I stared after her. Presently I strolled to the churchyard wall and stole a glance at the graves behind the church. She was there. The red roses were laid beside a new tombstone and she was standing motionless beside it, her head bent forward, her hands clasped before her. She did not see me.

I decided to sit on the wall and survey the architecture of a nearby house which I assumed to be the rectory. I inspected it for some time. I was just deciding that it was a most unprepossessing building when I heard the click of the lych-gate and saw her walk away down the street. At the end of the village she took the path again across the moors and I went on watching her until she had vanished from sight.

As soon as she was gone my mind was made up; I was no longer so dejected that I knew not where to turn next. Soon afterwards I was hurrying back to my father’s house to seek permission to stay longer with him in that part of Cornwall, and throughout the entire journey across the moors to Morvah I could think of nothing but red roses glowing in a quiet country churchyard and a black veil blowing in the wind.
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Until that moment I suppose – reluctantly – that my mother had been the most important woman in my life. This may seem a very obvious statement since most mothers are expected to hold a special place in their sons’ affections, but my mother was not like other mothers and my affection for her was so distorted by dislike and resentment that our relationship could hardly be considered typical.

‘The first thing you must understand,’ said my mother when I renewed my acquaintance with her at the age of ten after a separation that had lasted six years, ‘is that in regard to our Inheritance I consider it a matter of Honour that Justice should be done.’

My mother, I discovered, always spoke of honour and justice as if the initial letters were written in capitals.

‘You see,’ she added in explanation, ‘Penmarric should have been mine.’ We were sitting in the large and dreary drawing-room of that town house in London, I a small boy in a stiff black suit and stiffer collar, she very handsome in violet silk, black lace and an ugly string of pearls. ‘The entire estate and all the Penmar fortune would have been mine if my father – like the majority of men – had not possessed this ingrained prejudice against women. He was fond of me in his own way, but it was my brother Arthur who was the apple of his eye. It made no difference to him that Arthur was feckless, foolish and irresponsible while I was intelligent, able and devoted to every brick of Penmarric and every inch of the estate. As far as my father was concerned, Arthur was the boy, the son and heir, and I was a mere daughter, little better than a vegetable, someone who must be married off as well and as early as possible … Even after Arthur was drowned in the sailing accident my father’s attitude towards me never wavered. For a time I did hope that he might change his views and realize I was deserving of all he might wish to bestow upon me, but then …’ She paused. Her mouth narrowed into a hard line; her black eyes were colder than a mid-winter sea. ‘Then,’ said my mother, ‘Giles came.’

‘Do not under any circumstances mention the name of Giles Penmar to your mother,’ her devoted slave and first cousin Robert Yorke had begged me when we had met for the first time earlier that afternoon. He had been ordered by my mother to meet me at the station and escort me to the town house, and throughout the journey he had regaled me with so many worried warnings and anxious instructions that I had nearly run away in sheer fright. But he had not meant to frighten me, of course; he was merely eager that my confrontation with my mother should be as painless as possible. He was a small, mild, kindly man with an air that reminded me of my father’s cocker spaniel. The town house in Park Lane where my mother lived belonged to him; so subjugated was he by the force of her personality, so enthralled by a nature so different from his own, that he gave her whatever she wanted, did whatever he was told, expected – and received – nothing but a peremptory affection in return.

‘Dear Robert,’ said my mother to me later. ‘He would have married me if I had been free to become his wife, but fortunately my marital ties with your father have prevented him from making such a foolish mistake. Really, men are extraordinarily foolish sometimes! Even my father, who was exceptionally intelligent, made a complete fool of himself where Giles was concerned …’

‘Do not speak to your mother of Giles,’ Cousin Robert Yorke had begged me in the carriage on the way from the station, ‘Maud is very sensitive on the subject of Giles Penmar.’

‘… of course his name wasn’t really Giles Penmar at all,’ my mother was saying. I can see her now, pouring tea from a silver teapot, rings flashing on her fingers, arrogance coruscating from the straight line of her back, the carriage of her head and the tilt of her elbow. ‘It was Giles Baker. Baker was the family name, you know, before my grandfather won Penmarric from the Prince Regent in a game of dice and then proceeded to change his name to suit his change of fortune. Giles was a distant cousin. An adventurer, of course. All the Penmars were adventurers with an eye for making money. My father, for instance, more than doubled the family fortune when he was in India as a young man … So it was not unnatural that Giles, the poor relation, should have had an eye for family fortunes. My brother Arthur’s death was his golden chance. He arrived at Penmarric, inveigled himself into my ailing father’s affections, changed his name to Penmar, even made himself agreeable to me – oh yes, he knew how to be charming! All successful adventurers do, no doubt, and Giles was certainly successful. By a combination of trickery, knavery and malign influence he arranged matters so that when my father died …’

‘The entire family estate was left to Giles,’ Cousin Robert Yorke had whispered to me while I had been receiving my frenzied briefing for the meeting with my mother. ‘It was monstrously unjust and the most crushing blow to poor Maud. Her father at least had the decency to leave her a moderate annuity, but Penmarric and the rest of the Penmar fortune fell into that blackguard’s hands. However, if Giles thought that Maud would accept the situation and let the matter rest he was very gravely mistaken …’

‘… so naturally,’ said my mother, setting down the teapot with a bang, ‘I considered it my moral duty to take the matter to court. It was a point of Honour. Justice had to be done. I trust, child, that your father has brought you up with a proper respect for Honourable Conduct, if for nothing else …’

‘… Under no circumstances mention your father to Maud,’ Cousin Robert Yorke had pleaded with me earlier. ‘Maud is very sensitive on the subject of her unfortunate marriage to your father.’

‘… Your father told you nothing about the Inheritance, I presume,’ said my mother in contempt as she reached for a hot buttered crumpet. ‘How typical! He told you nothing, I suppose, about the legal battles I’ve been fighting – and am continuing to fight – since I left his roof six years ago? Nothing about my ceaseless quest for Justice – nothing about my continuing efforts to ensure that the Inheritance will one day be yours? Well, perhaps I should hardly be surprised. No doubt he’s been poisoning your mind with untruths about me during the past six years!’

I managed to speak. I opened my mouth and heard a quavering treble that sounded most unlike my voice say: ‘He never speaks of you, ma’ am.’

‘You may call me Mama. There’s no need to address me as if I were the Queen. So Laurence never speaks of me! How remarkable! And do you and Nigel never speak of me to him?’

‘No, Mama. Nanny said we weren’t to.’

‘Dear me, what a disagreeable woman! Well, since I am considered so unspeakable, why did your father permit you to visit me for a week in this fashion?’

And suddenly I was back in Cornwall, back at my home in Gweek by the Helford River, back in that mellow beautiful manor house where my father’s family had lived for hundreds of years before an upstart named Baker had gambled his way into a fortune and changed his name to Penmar. I was in my father’s study and my father was holding my mother’s letter in his hands and saying in that quiet voice I loved so much: ‘But of course you must go, Mark. You have a filial obligation to visit her if she wishes it.’

And all I could say was a mutinous ‘But why does she want to see me? She’s never wanted to see me before! And why doesn’t she want to see Nigel? He’s her son, too!’

‘Perhaps Nigel will see her later.’

And later in the nursery Nigel had said placidly to me, ‘I don’t mind her not wishing to see me. I don’t suppose she’s nearly so nice as Nanny.’ Nigel was Nanny’s favourite. He had golden curls, blue eyes and the virtuous expression of an insufferable cherub. ‘In fact the more I think about it,’ said Nigel, ‘the nicer I think it would be if Mama preferred you to me. Sometimes I don’t think it’s very fair that everyone prefers me to you.’

He seemed surprised when I started fighting him, although he should have known by that time that I always seized every excuse he gave me to use my fists. Some children are incorrigibly slow learners.

‘Mark,’ my father was always saying to me wearily, ‘you must make more effort to control your unfortunate temper.’

My mother had possessed an unfortunate temper. Even though she had left Gweekellis Manor more than six years ago, the memory of her temper lingered on among the servants.

‘You take after your mama,’ Nanny was in the habit of saying to me, and each time she would add darkly to the nursemaid, ‘More’s the pity.’

‘Well!’ said my mother, pouring herself a second cup of tea in the gloomy drawing-room of Cousin Robert Yorke’s house in Park Lane and pausing to regard me with a critical eye. ‘You’re a little short, a trifle stout and undeniably plain, but you’ll do. I recognize that look in your eyes. You’re tough. You’re like me. Don’t look so horrified! That’s a compliment. I need a tough strong son. Now help yourself to another crumpet and listen to what I propose to do. I have a feeling you and I are going to get on exceedingly well together.’

She was wrong. We did not get on well at all. Looking back, I can see that she wrongly estimated her own needs and wrongly assumed she required a tough strong son. She did not. She wanted a son who would echo her, a weak shadow, a masculine complement to her dominant personality. When I was a child not yet eleven years old she subjugated me as she subjugated Robert Yorke – by sheer force of character – but once I was no longer a child I was no longer so easily held in subjugation. But a relationship had sprung into existence between us that day at the town house, and throughout the ten years that followed before I finally broke her will and reversed our roles, we were never indifferent to each other.

‘You are ten years old,’ said my mother to me during that first confrontation in London, ‘and you have never seen your Inheritance. I intend to remedy that immediately. We leave for Penzance tomorrow.’

Evidently this was the sole reason for her request to see me. Ten was judged to be an age when I could clap my hands in delight when I saw my Inheritance for the first time.

Naturally I was excited at the prospect of seeing Penmarric; I thought I would be able to explore the grounds, ride around the estate and tour the house from top to bottom. This, however, was not what my mother had in mind. After an arduous journey to Penzance, three hundred miles away from London in the south-west, we stayed at a hotel on the esplanade called the Metropole and next morning hired a carriage to begin another wearisome journey north over the moors to the parish of St Just. I was too young to appreciate the scenery; all I knew was that it was a world away from my home at Gweek, from the peaceful estuary and fishing boats. I looked at the landscape of this alien strip of Cornwall and my child’s mind thought: the devil would feel quite at home here. For the scenery was bleak and powerful, dominated by stretches of arid moors without trace of a tree or house, and the moors snarled into towering hills crowned with outcrops of black rock. The emptiness of the landscape combined with the steep gradient of the road produced sweeping views; I remember looking back towards Penzance and glimpsing the castle of St Michael’s Mount shimmering far off in the blue of the bay.

For a moment I wished that St Michael’s Mount were my Inheritance, although naturally I did not dare admit as much to my mother.

As we moved inland the mines began to dot the harsh landscape and I had my first glimpse of the copper and tin industry for which Cornwall had been famous for centuries, the stone towers of the engine houses, the black belches of smoke, the eerie piles of slag. There were two mines on the Penmarric estate, my mother told me, but only one, Sennen Garth, was still operating. The other, King Walloe, had been closed for decades.

‘Can I go down the mine?’ I inquired hopefully.

‘Good gracious, no, child, you’re not an artisan … Now, look out of the window and you can see the coast of the North. There! Is it not a magnificent view here from the top of the ridge? There are three parishes side by side which border the sea. St Just is the one to the west, Morvah is straight ahead of us, and Zennor is to the east of Morvah. Penmarric, of course, is in the parish of St Just.’

‘Which parish are we in now?’

‘Zillan. It’s an inland moorland parish lying behind Morvah … Robert, tell the coachman to hurry!’

We continued westwards, through the grey mining village of St Just and out along the road to Land’s End, but presently we turned off the Land’s End road and headed north to the sea.

‘Now,’ said my mother at last. ‘Tell the coachman to stop, Robert.’

The carriage rolled to a halt.

‘Get out, child.’

I did as I was told. The spring breeze blew lightly against my cheek and the sun was warm as it shone from the spring skies. There were wildflowers already by the roadside, and beyond the wildflowers the banks of gorse were poised to burst into a blaze of yellow blooms.

My mother grabbed my arm. ‘Look.’

I looked. Across a shallow valley, beyond a spinney of trees unusual in that barren landscape, stood a castle built on cliffs facing the sea. I gasped and then I saw on a second examination that the building was not a castle at all but an immense house built of grey-black stone and endowed with turrets and towers and fanciful architectural fripperies which captivated my childish imagination. Later I was to dismiss the whole preposterous design as a contortion of modern taste, but to me, as I saw the house for the first time through my child’s eyes, it was beautiful.

‘I want that house,’ said my mother, echoing my thoughts, and the bond was forged that was to chain us to each other throughout all the quarrelsome years ahead. ‘I want that house, and I’m going to get it – if not for myself, then at least for you.’

And I said, ‘Can we go on? Why are we stopped here? Can we not drive to the house and call on Cousin Giles?’

She looked at me as if I had gone mad. ‘Call on Giles? My dear child! Do you really think that after six years of incessant litigation I would be received as a guest under the roof which he illegally claims as his own? What an extraordinarily unintelligent remark! I hope you’re not going to grow up to be a fool.’ She turned to the driver, a Cornish yokel who was gaping at our conversation as he struggled to understand our English accents. ‘Home to Penzance at once, my man. The purpose of our drive is accomplished.’

I allowed myself one last look at Penmarric before I followed her into the carriage. It was four years before I was to see my Inheritance again.
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I was fourteen when my mother won her lawsuit and demanded to see me once more. Again we journeyed down to Penmarric, this time with the intention of crossing the threshold since Giles was no longer the legal owner of the house, but Giles had lodged an appeal against the decision and the matter was no longer resolved but sub judice. The front door was closed and bolted in our faces; my mother, trembling with rage, battered the panels with her fists, but her gesture was worse than useless. Penmarric still belonged to Giles.

Two more long years of litigation passed, and then came the disaster. The Court of Appeal decided in favour of Giles and the decision of the court below was reversed.

‘I shall appeal to the House of Lords!’ cried my mother, wild-eyed with grief. ‘I shall never give up, never!’

But the House of Lords rejected her suit. Years of futile litigation and endless expense had ended in the annihilation of her cause.

Yet she still refused to give up. Something, she decided, must be salvaged from the wreck of her hopes. She would travel down to Penmarric, make her peace with Giles and at least coax him to allow her to visit the house now and then. In vain Cousin Robert Yorke and I pointed out that there was no reason why Giles should pursue a policy of forgiving and forgetting the past twelve years of extreme animosity; in vain we told her she would be wasting her time. She remained – as always when her will was opposed – high-handed, domineering and incorrigibly inflexible.

‘Very well,’ I said with all the aggressive defiance of a sixteen-year-old youth who wished to show some independence. ‘Go alone, if you wish. But don’t expect me to waste my time by coming with you.’

‘You’re coming with me whether you like it or not!’ My mother was more than a match for any sixteen-year-old youth anxious to rebel. ‘Robert, remind the boy of his filial duty!’

‘Mark, you really do owe it to your mother, you know,’ said Cousin Robert obediently. ‘Maud’s worked so hard on your behalf.’

I gave in with a great show of sulkiness and my mother somehow managed to refrain from boxing my ears.

It was on this, my third visit to Penmarric, that I first met Giles’s children, my three cousins, Raymond, Harry and Clarissa Penmar. In actual fact Giles had only the one child, my cousin Raymond, who was the same age as I was, but Giles’s wife, who was now dead, had taken pity on an orphaned nephew and niece of hers, and Giles had assumed the responsibilities of guardianship when he had allowed her to bring them to live at his house. Harry, the adopted son, was by this time eighteen; his sister Clarissa was a year or two younger than Raymond and myself. I knew nothing about them beyond these sparse facts, and later, particularly where Clarissa was concerned, I was to wish I had remained in ignorance. Why was it that I disliked Clarissa so much? At sixteen when I first saw her I was certainly old enough to appreciate her looks, but dark girls have never attracted me, perhaps because they remind me of my mother and her domineering attitudes, and besides, my dislike of Clarissa went further than a mere antipathy to her good looks. On reflection I suspect that my dislike sprang into existence on our first meeting on the steps of Penmarric, when she insulted me with the cattiness of a fifteen-year-old schoolgirl and gave me forewarning of the spitefulness which I was to encounter with such disastrous results when we were older. Perhaps even when I first saw her I sensed that her influence on my life was not destined to be benign.

The trouble began when – to no one’s surprise but my mother’s – we were refused admittance to the house by the butler. My mother at once demanded to see Giles in person, but the butler, who was by this time very white around the gills, said that Mr Penmar was indisposed and could see no one. It was at this moment that I had the unfortunate idea of parleying with my cousin Raymond; I suppose I thought that two sixteen-year-old youths were more likely to reach a friendly agreement than our parents were, but that was my mistake. When Raymond emerged cautiously from the hall the first thing he did was to order me off the porch as if I had yellow fever.

‘You get away from here!’ he yelled with the sort of charm that I at once realized was characteristic of him. He was a tall youth with a spoiled mouth, soft hands and a petulant expression. Pitching his voice loud enough to reach my mother, who was waiting with Cousin Robert in the carriage, he added, ‘Penmarric will never be yours now, so you can go back to London and rot for all I care!’

‘Well, —— you, old chap,’ I said politely, in the language I had learned from my years at Eton, and gave in to my overwhelming urge to punch him on the nose.

He fell like a stone.

I was just savouring the effectiveness of my handiwork when the front door flew open and I was face to face with a protagonist far more dangerous than my ineffectual cousin Raymond. His adopted brother Harry was tall and tough, with a strong pair of shoulders and a pair of fists that made me decide that the time had come to beat a quick but graceful retreat.

‘Damn you, you bastard,’ said Harry Penmar through his teeth. ‘Damn you, get out of here before you wish you’d never come.’

And before I could think of a reply his sister appeared, pushing past him and kneeling by Raymond’s inert body, her breast rising and falling rapidly in her agitation. I would have looked at her closely if I had had the chance, but by then I was too busy jeering at Harry Penmar as my feet concentrated on the task of widening the gap between us. ‘And who do you think you are?’ I drawled at him insolently, anxious to disguise the fact that I was in full retreat. ‘The Light Brigade before the Charge?’

But it was the girl who answered me. She looked down at me from the top of the steps as my feet crunched on the gravel of the drive, and suddenly I was aware only of dark eyes blazing and a wild passionate mouth.

‘You ugly little brute!’ she spat at me. ‘You fat repulsive cretin, go away and take your abominable mother with you and never – never – come near us again!’

Despite my natural aggressiveness and the self-confidence infused by a public-school education, I was still more vulnerable than I cared to acknowledge. Sixteen is a sensitive age. I knew I was still a trifle stout. I knew that despite sharing a strong family resemblance with my mother I did not share her good looks. I knew, too, by this time that I would never be tall. But nevertheless I did not like to hear a young woman, particularly a girl of my own age, tell me to my face that I was short, fat and plain.

I was still staring at her, my cheeks starting to burn with a helpless rage, when my mother called from the carriage in a voice that stopped even Harry Penmar dead in his tracks: ‘Mark! We leave at once, if you please!’

My third visit to Penmarric was at an end, as much a failure as my mother’s attempt to retrieve the Inheritance in the courts of law. Our cause was lost; Giles was beyond appeasement; Penmarric was for ever beyond my reach.

It was the first time that I saw my mother cry. She watched Penmarric disappear from sight and shed two large tears, but when Cousin Robert anxiously offered her his handkerchief she pushed it aside.

‘Put that away, you silly man,’ she said, autocratic even in grief, and tilted her head a fraction higher. ‘Well, that’s that, I suppose. I shall return to London and occupy my future time with worthy causes instead of with lawsuits. Women’s suffrage, perhaps. That’s a worthy cause. Or the propagation of birth control.’

Cousin Robert and I exchanged horrified glances but had enough sympathy for her to remain silent and not risk upsetting her further. We ought to have known that despite everything she would never give up hope of recovering Penmarric, even when all hope was seemingly gone. Where Penmarric was concerned she was too much of a fanatic to accept the idea of a total and permanent defeat, and her resilience was such that by the time we arrived at the Metropole Hotel in Penzance she had recovered her composure sufficiently to consider plans for the future. For the time being, at least, Penmarric could no longer be discussed, but I was judged to be a worthy substitute.

‘Well, Mark,’ she said, having dispatched Cousin Robert on some errand in order that she could speak to me alone, ‘I have enjoyed seeing you during our struggles for the Inheritance, and I hope that I shall continue to see you even now our struggles are at an end. Why don’t you come to London and live with me at the town house? You could have your own suite of rooms, a generous allowance and the freedom to sample the cultural delights of the greatest city on earth.’

‘No, thank you, Mama.’

‘Why on earth not?’ She was affronted by such an abrupt refusal. ‘How ungrateful!’

‘My home is at Gweek with my father.’

‘Your father! Your dull provincial country squire of a father who always has his nose buried in those dry-as-dust history books! My dear boy, you can’t convince me that you have anything in common with him! Now, listen to me. I—’

‘No,’ I said, suddenly losing my temper, ‘you listen to me! You abandoned me when I was four, dragged me along for a week to Penzance when I was old enough to be interested in your schemes, pulled me away from my home when I was fourteen, kept me with you for a few weeks longer, wrote to me – a big concession, that one! – once a term, and now you have the insufferable insolence to suggest I should abandon everything and become one of your satellites, like poor Cousin Robert!’

It was her turn now to lose her temper. We must have hurled insults at each other for at least ten minutes before she screamed, scarlet with rage, ‘Go back to your decaying manor house in Gweek, in that case! Go back to your dull, dreary father, and good riddance, and don’t come crawling back to me later when you realize your mistake and want to live as a young man-about-town in London!’

‘And don’t come crawling back to me,’ I yelled at her, ‘when you find yourself face to face with a lonely old age!’

And as I turned to Gweek and to my father I firmly resolved never to set eyes on her again.
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I thought my father would be pleased that I had finally removed myself from my mother’s influence, but he said nothing. Although he had allowed and even encouraged me to see my mother whenever she demanded it, he never questioned me afterwards about my visits, and even at the age of ten I sensed he had no more wish to discuss my mother’s schemes to regain Penmarric than he had to discuss my mother herself. The unspoken subjects became a barrier between us, and as I grew older it seemed to me that although he always treated me with kindness and interest his conventional parental attitude, so faithfully produced for my benefit, masked a wall of estrangement which hurt as much as it baffled me. I knew I must often remind him of my mother. I could see that Nigel’s facile good-naturedness was easier for him to respond to than my own more complex behaviour. But I was his elder son, the son who shared his love of history – how hard I had worked at my history! – and it seemed unjust that he should unwittingly be prejudiced against me on account of my mother and all the more unjust since I was the one who yearned to be like him, to live as he lived and to share his standards and beliefs.

He was a quiet man. I could understand why my mother thought he was dull and provincial, for he loathed city life and was always happiest in the tranquil Cornish backwater of Gweek where he could ride a little, mingle occasionally with his friends among the local gentry whom he had known all his life, and, most important of all, write his historical articles and monographs in peace and seclusion. My father did not talk much about honour and justice, the concepts which my mother so dearly loved to brandish, but there was no need for him to talk of them; he gave neither Nigel nor myself long lectures about moral conduct but merely took it for granted that we would follow in his footsteps. For my father was a good man and he was chaste, and the example he set us was so clear that there was no need for it to be defined in words.

So strong was my desire to be like him that I managed to suppress my Penmar inclinations until I was nearly seventeen, but the Penmars were adventurers; whatever virtues they possessed, chastity was not one of them.

Curiously enough it was the quarrel with my mother that proved to be my undoing. It was illogical and incomprehensible to me, but I missed her and would have written to mend the breach between us if my pride had permitted it. But my pride did not permit it, so I reached out instead for the sex my mother represented, and in a fit of depression I turned my back on my father’s standards during a casual visit I paid one day to Mullion Cove.

The woman was a fisherman’s wife. Her husband was away at sea and she needed money as well as companionship, so I gave her five shillings. She was grateful – and so was I at first, but as soon as the episode was over I found my guilt made me feel even unhappier than I had felt before. To make matters worse I found it impossible to behave as if the incident had never happened and return to a life of abstinence. Finally in a muddled effort to make amends both to my conscience, which was making me miserable, and to my father, who remained unaware of my weakness, I flung myself into my work more energetically than ever before and vowed I would not rest until I had become as fine a scholar as he himself was.

I went early to Oxford. It will sound immodest if I write that there was no more they could teach me at Eton, but I yearned for deeper studies and was anxious to escape from the restrictions of school life to the freedom of the varsity. I took my Final examinations in the summer before my twenty-first birthday and was awarded a First, a great rarity for a young man only twenty years old. My tutor wanted me to stay on and devote myself to an academic life, but I was weary of studies at last after so much concentrated effort and told him I wanted to rest for a time before coming to any firm decision about my future.

A friend invited me to stay at his family’s house in London to sample the remainder of the Season, and I accepted. It was a peaceful summer that year, the summer of 1890. England was marking time; the Irish Question had been manipulated into abeyance by the Conservative Government of Lord Salisbury; the labour strikes of the early Nineties were still to come. The world was between international crises; nobody was rattling their sabres at one another and even the spirit of jingoism had temporarily abated. In London after my toils at Oxford I, too, began to feel as lulled into false security as the world around me, but then suddenly without any warning my mother entered my life again and I became shackled to the chain of events which was to lead me to that country churchyard in Zillan and to Janna Roslyn’s eyes wide-set and black-lashed behind her widow’s veil.


CHAPTER TWO




Stephen’s heir was his elder son Eustace, and he had tried to ensure Eustace’s succession … In 1153 Eustace suddenly died.

– The Saxon and Norman Kings,

CHRISTOPHER BROOKE          

In despair Stephen gave up the interminable struggle. He had not long to live and he knew it; now that his destined heir was dead his sole remaining wish was to die still King of England … he acknowledged as his heir Henry fitzEmpress, Duke of Normandy …

– The Devil’s Brood,

ALFRED DUGGAN 
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I was about to rent chambers in Bruton Street when I met my mother again. I had no wish to outstay my welcome at my Oxonian friend’s house, and although I had earlier planned to return to Gweek after sampling the delights of the Season for two or three weeks, I now discovered that this course of action was no longer open to me. My father had temporarily closed Gweekellis Manor in a gesture I found surprising to say the least and had retreated to a small property he owned in the parish of Morvah on the Cornish North Coast about five miles from Penmarric. He had inherited the property, Deveral Farm, long ago from his mother, who had belonged to a landowning family in a neighbouring parish, but the land had been leased to tenants for decades and I think he had almost forgotten he had property there until in the spring of 1890 the tenant died, the long lease expired simultaneously and certain legal problems connected with the estate required a visit from the landlord. While I was still up at Oxford I had received a letter from him saying he was considering staying on at Morvah for two weeks; Nigel was by that time abroad on a Grand Tour of Europe, I was to be staying in London and Gweekellis Manor had suddenly seemed lonelier than usual; besides, his thesis on the subject of Henry II’s coinage reforms was not going well and he thought a change of scenery might improve matters.

Evidently it did; I was in London by the time his second letter reached me and I learned that he had closed Gweekellis for the summer after deciding to remain at Deveral Farm until the autumn.

‘After so many years spent in South Cornwall,’ he had written, ‘I had quite forgotten how beautiful it is here on the starker, more spectacular North Coast, and I find I have a craving for solitude which my circle of friends would not permit me to assuage at Gweek. Perhaps I shall end my days as a recluse! Let me know when you wish to return to Gweek and I shall make arrangements to open the house for you, but no doubt you will stay in London until the end of the Season and then I dare say you will have invitations to a variety of country houses …’

This was true; I had indeed planned originally to remain in London until the end of the Season and I had no doubt there would be invitations to the country, just as he had foreseen, but I had been quickly disillusioned by the Season and had found my opportunities to meet so many young girls of my own age and class unrewarding. I might be the elder son of a country gentleman, but I had no title, no wealth apart from my modest quarterly allowance and, as Clarissa Penmar had pointed out so painstakingly, no good looks. To the married seamstress and unwed chambermaid at Oxford I might have seemed rich and aristocratic enough to be attractive, but to young girls of my own class and their aspiring mamas I was a nonentity.

However, it was exciting to be in London even if the Season did not measure up to my expectations, so after receiving my father’s letter I resolved to stay on in town and make the best of the situation. I did toy with the idea of joining him at Morvah, but he had not asked me to stay, and I was too proud to arrive on his doorstep uninvited as if I were a wayward puppy running up to his master for a pat on the head.

I was just walking down Piccadilly one morning on my way to Bruton Street to inspect some chambers which were for rent when I met my mother face to face outside the Royal Academy.

‘Mark!’ She greeted me as if it were four days, not four years since we last met. ‘You’re just the person I wanted to see! Have you heard the news?’

‘What news?’

‘Good heavens, don’t you read the obituary column of The Times? Your cousin Raymond Penmar is dead! He was abroad apparently – Egypt – and caught cholera. Dead in two days, of course. Terribly sad for Giles. Now listen, Mark. Think what this means. All Giles has now are those two adopted children of his, Harry and Clarissa, and they’re not really Penmars at all, not even his own flesh and blood. And I hear young Harry is very wild and so Giles is probably disappointed in him …’

I listened, too disgusted by her attitude to speak, yet too overcome by the force of her personality to turn my back and walk away. The next moment, before I could protest, she was propelling me into Green Park and forcing me to sit down beside her on the nearest bench. ‘… I wrote to you at Gweek – didn’t you get my letters? How fortunate that I should meet you like this! God moves in Mysterious Ways sometimes, but he does nonetheless move.’

‘Mama—’

‘Now don’t be disagreeable, Mark. It’s absolutely imperative that we discuss this together …’

There was no escape. Once we were seated on the bench I crossed my arms and glowered at the lush grass at our feet, but she was too excited to take any notice.

‘… so I wrote to Giles – a letter of sympathy, naturally – and said …’

She had had the truly amazing insolence to write to this man who had just lost his only son and suggest that now that I was his only surviving male relative (she had, as usual, forgotten Nigel’s existence) he might agree to devise Penmarric to me in his will.

‘I pointed out,’ she said, ‘that it was a point of Honour that the estate should remain in the family.’

I was speechless, but at last at the moment when I had summoned the words to tell her what I thought of her she said triumphantly, ‘I know what you’re thinking, but you’re wrong! You thought Giles would be too offended to reply, didn’t you? Well, he wasn’t! I had a reply to my letter within the week and the letter was everything I could have wished for.’

‘Are you attempting to tell me—’

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I am. Giles wants to see you. We are invited to Penmarric.’

I was speechless again. But suddenly I found myself remembering Penmarric, the huge rolling moors of North Cornwall, the tors capped with granite, the greystone walls and square church towers of a strange and distant land. And I thought of that house with its turrets and battlements rising from the cliffs, a shining dream which I longed to cloak with reality but which I had thought would for ever lie beyond my reach.

‘Is it really so surprising to you?’ my mother was saying abruptly. ‘Blood usually does run thicker than water, you know.’

I said nothing. I was still thinking of Penmarric.

‘Mark, there is something I feel I should discuss with you. I had no intention of mentioning it before, but now that your Inheritance has reached such a crucial stage and so much depends on this interview with Giles …’ She stopped. ‘Mark, you’re not listening to me.’

I roused myself with an effort. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘You see, I described you to Giles. I said that you looked and thought and behaved like a Penmar …’

This infuriated me. I had spent too much time trying to be like my father to welcome any statement from her that I bore no resemblance to him. Before I could stop myself I said in my sharpest tone of voice, ‘I’m just as much a Castallack as I am a Penmar!’

‘Really?’ said my mother. ‘I wish I could be as certain of that as you are.’

For a moment nothing happened.

I went on looking at her. She was wearing a voluminous purple gown that was fastened at the throat with a diamond clasp, and presently that clasp was all I could see. I can remember it still. I can close my eyes and see all those diamonds, shoulder to shoulder, a row of jagged predatory teeth that glittered brilliantly in the hard midday light.

‘Well, I never meant to tell you because I wasn’t entirely certain, but you see, I told Giles …’ She was talking again, talking rapidly, not looking at me, and her voice seemed alien and remote, the voice of a stranger who spoke of things I did not want to understand.

‘… unhappy when I was young, I had no wish to marry, all I wanted was to keep house for my father, to stay at Penmarric … My father was horrified, he said unless I married within the year he would cut me out of his will … so I married the next man who asked me. Well, I mean, how could your father and I be happy under those circumstances? How could we? I didn’t love him, refused to behave as a wife should … he asked me to leave in the end. My father had to take me back then because there was nowhere else I could go. It was summer. Giles was there. The rhododendrons were in bloom, you should have seen the rhododendrons, they were so beautiful, it was such a beautiful summer … I wanted to annul my marriage to Laurence and marry Giles, but my father wouldn’t have it. He approved of Laurence. The Penmars were still considered upstarts, you see, still nouveaux riches, and the Castallacks of Gweek were such an old and well-respected family … And my father did not approve of marriages between cousins and he had other plans for Giles, an heiress from Launceston. I would have defied my father even then, but Giles … Defiance didn’t come easily to Giles. After it was all over I went back to Laurence at Gweek. I wanted to show Giles that I too could turn my back on someone I loved and live with someone else … God knows why Laurence took me back. I suppose he felt it was his duty. For five years we lived as husband and wife, five pregnancies, you, Nigel, two miscarriages and – but you wouldn’t remember the baby who died soon after he was born. And then at last my father died and I had the means to escape to London … I never saw Giles again after my father’s funeral, you know. Sixteen years … He never once came to London to see the way his case was being conducted in the law courts. Everything was done through his lawyers. Apart from the occasion of my father’s funeral – when he all but ignored me – I haven’t seen Giles since I left Penmarric just before the Christmas of 1868 … Nine months before you were born.’

She stopped. There was a long pause before she said in a more normal voice, ‘So when I heard Raymond was dead and I knew I must write to Giles, I suddenly realized that if Giles knew – if he thought … I never told anyone, you see, because I wasn’t certain. But since you show no resemblance at all to Laurence Castallack …’

I stood up.

‘But surely you can understand, Mark! If Giles thinks you’re his son he won’t even consider making Harry his heir! Mark, I acted in your best interests! If one day you can inherit Penmarric—’

‘Damn Penmarric.’

‘Mark!’

‘And damn you,’ I said carefully and began to run. I ran through the park, raced across those smooth lawns, beneath trees tired with the summer heat, past nursemaids with perambulators and children with hoops. I ran until my breath was sobbing in my throat – and yet still she refused to let me escape. She came after me, and finally I stopped running, sank down on another bench and waited for the inevitable quarrel to begin.

‘Mark …’ She was at my elbow at last, scarlet-faced, out of breath but very far from speechless. ‘Mark, please! Listen to me! I—’

‘No,’ I said, ‘no, you’re going to listen to me. I’ve listened to you long enough. I’m never going to Penmarric. I’m never going to see Giles Penmar. And I never want to set eyes on you again as long as I live.’

We quarrelled for some time. She shouted, bullied, pleaded, cajoled and even cried. And then finally she used the one argument that could persuade me to change my mind.

‘But, Mark,’ she said, shedding a despairing tear, ‘how am I ever to live at Penmarric unless Giles makes you his heir? You know it’s the dearest wish of my life to spend my declining years there! If you don’t want to live at Penmarric yourself, then of course you need not, but … please, Mark, for my sake …’

I saw it all then as clearly as if it had been set down before me in black and white. I saw the exact pattern of my revenge and of the course I must steer to achieve it. When she paused for breath at last I heard myself say shortly, ‘Very well, Mama, I’ll do as you wish. I do so against my will and better judgement, but if you wish to see Giles I suppose I shall have to accompany you.’

She was overjoyed; tears of relief shone in her eyes, but if she had anticipated my revenge I doubt that she would have felt so satisfied with her hard-won and odious victory.
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I was still two months short of my twenty-first birthday when I first crossed the threshold of Penmarric. It no longer seemed an enchanted castle to me, only an old house that had been remodelled with pseudo-Gothic clumsiness by my grandfather Mark Penmar. The hall was gloomy and ill-kept, the servants were slovenly and the wainscoting bore the marks of mice. We were ushered into a dreary morning-room with dark wallpaper, cumbersome furniture and a threadbare Indian carpet. Windows led out on to the terrace that overlooked the sea, but the terrace was overgrown with weeds and rust had corroded the absurd cannon that had been placed long ago on the flagstones to decorate the battlements.

It was no better than a neglected tomb, a desolate epitaph to decay.

‘It’s not as I remember it,’ said my mother, very white around the lips. ‘Can Giles have exhausted his financial resources? Surely not! Yet how could he have let the place become like this? Giles was so gay, so fastidious! I think you will be impressed by Giles. He was a tall man with a brilliant smile and a splendid manner. He was handsome.’

But people change. When the door opened at last I understood why he had never gone to London to champion his cause in person, why he had confined himself so rigorously to Penmarric. A nurse brought in an invalid in a wheelchair, a shrivelled, hunched invalid with a lined face and lifeless eyes. I had never before seen a man so close to death yet still, improbably, alive.

After the nurse had gone I waited for my mother to speak, but she could not. There was a long silence. He was looking at her, not at me. I think he hardly noticed that there was another person present. He looked only at her with his tired dark eyes, and after a long while he said slowly, ‘How well you look, Maud,’ as if he felt in some remote degree surprised by her obvious health and untarnished good looks.

‘Giles,’ she said. She did not say any more. She went on looking at him, but presently I saw her glance wander to the shabby surroundings shrouded by that oppressive pall of neglect.

‘I lost interest,’ he said. ‘I lost interest long ago when I first became ill. I continued the fight for Raymond, but now that Raymond’s dead it doesn’t matter.’

‘Yes,’ she said. She seemed incapable of speech. She turned as if she could not bear to face him any longer, and as she turned she saw me standing in the shadows. ‘Mark.’

I stepped forward. The man in the wheelchair looked at me without expression.

‘Giles, this is Mark.’

He said nothing.

‘How do you do, sir,’ my voice said stiffly.

He still was silent. All his energies were channelled towards the effort of visual concentration, but although I nerved myself for his comment that I looked like a Penmar, the comment did not come.

‘I hear,’ he said politely at last, a knife-edged sharpness to his voice, ‘that you’re a talented historian. Allow me to congratulate you.’

‘I … thank you, sir.’

‘Of course your father is a historian of some repute, is he not? How nice for him, is it not, Maud, that he has a son to follow so successfully in his footsteps.’

My mother went crimson. I had never seen her embarrassed before. I had always assumed she was beyond embarrassment.

‘It’s many years since I’ve seen your father,’ he said to me, ‘but I remember him well. He was one of the few honest gentlemen who have crossed the threshold of this house. A fine man. I was pleased to hear that in your tastes and in your intellectual inclinations you resemble him and not your mother’s family. I would not have cared to leave my property to a man who had inherited the worst faults of the Penmars.’

Even my mother’s neck was now stained with her ugly blush. I would not have thought it possible for her to have remained silent for so long.

‘Well, Maud,’ he said to her coldly, ‘since I tire easily I suggest we come straight to the point. My fortune is diminished, thanks to the enormous sums I have had to pay in legal fees, but it is still substantial. I propose to leave a third of it to my adopted children Harry and Clarissa and two-thirds to your son. The two-thirds will include the house. I see no reason why I should leave him more than two-thirds of my money since he will inherit a fortune from both you and his father one day, and in fact I consider two-thirds to be an extravagantly generous sum. The only reason why I am prompted to such generosity is because Harry and I are on bad terms at the moment and I don’t feel inclined to leave him a penny. I trust that such an arrangement is satisfactory to you.’

‘Yes, sir,’ I said as my mother was still speechless. ‘Thank you.’

He stared at me. ‘I would invite you to stay here to become acquainted with the place,’ he said, ‘but I fear you would have an unpleasant reception from Harry and Clarissa and would soon want to leave. Naturally they resent you very much. It was a pity I ever formally adopted them, but they were orphans and my wife was insistent, so I complied. Clarissa I am fond of, but Harry is a great trial to me and always has been.’ He tried to reach for the bell, but he was too weak. ‘Ring it for me, would you, boy?… Thank you. Now, Maud, before I return to my room to rest is there anything more you wish to say?’

She shook her head.

‘Then it’s settled,’ he said bleakly. ‘I shall summon my lawyers and make a new will. As soon as it’s drawn up I shall request them to send you a copy so that you can see I keep my word a little better now than I did twenty-two years ago.’

Bright tears shone in her eyes. She looked old suddenly, ravaged by a grief too deep to conceal. ‘Giles …’

‘You were right,’ he said. ‘I should have married you. But I was weak and avaricious and wanted only to please your father so that I might inherit his money and live in his house. You had good reason to pester me with those lawsuits, the best reason in the world for any woman. It wasn’t love of justice, was it, Maud? It wasn’t love of truth – or honour – or any other high-flown principle, was it? It was vengeance. Did you ever tell your lawyers that? Or your admiring cousin Robert Yorke? Or even your son here? No, of course you didn’t! You liked to appear noble and long-suffering, motivated by splendid principles, not a disappointed lover engaged in perpetuating a sordid episode of hole-in-the-corner adultery! But never mind. You won in the end. How does it feel to win, Maud? Do you feel that justice has prevailed over injustice? Do you? Or can you at last admit to yourself that your cause had nothing to do with justice at all but only with the monumental pursuit of a singularly petty revenge?’

‘Oh, Giles, Giles …’

‘In the end you even called your son a bastard in an attempt to ensure your victory, did you not? You deliberately perverted the truth for your own ends.’

‘No! I never lie!’

‘You have lived a lie, Maud. For nearly seventeen years, ever since your father died and you began the litigation, you have lived with your lies. Don’t attempt to tell me now that you never lie.’

‘But Mark is your son! I am certain – convinced—’

‘How can you be either certain or convinced when you have no proof?’

‘But—’

‘The plain truth of the matter is that you’re not certain who his father is, so why twist the truth by assuming a certainty you don’t possess?’

‘But, Giles, I thought if I were to tell you—’

‘Indeed why should you not tell me when you knew you had nothing to lose by such an admission? Yes, I can see why you told me. But why did you have to tell the boy? I could see at once that he had been told. That was a cruel, wicked thing to do, Maud. You had no right to use the boy as a pawn in our own private and personal feud.’

There was a knock on the door and the nurse entered the room. ‘You rang, Mr Penmar?’

‘Yes, take me back to my room. And tell Medlyn to show the visitors to the door.’

‘Giles …’

‘There is nothing more to be said, Maud. I bear you no grudge. I simply have nothing else to say. Good-bye, young man. I wish you well and only regret I shall not have the chance to know you better.’

‘Thank you, sir,’ I said. ‘Good-bye.’

‘Good-bye, Maud.’

But my mother could not answer. As the wheels of the invalid-carriage trickled into the distance across the hall, she covered her face with her hands and sank down upon the nearest chair.

I closed the door. We were alone.

At last she said, not looking at me, ‘I must be sensible. Naturally I feel upset, Giles ill, so obviously dying, the house … not as I remember it. But …’ She hesitated before adding with her old arrogant determination, ‘But we can transform the house, can’t we? A few repairs, a little redecoration here and there, new furniture … It could soon be as splendid as it was in my father’s day. I could have the Tower Room, that magnificent Tower Room which overlooks the sea …’

The moment of revenge had arrived. I stood motionless on that worn Indian carpet and looked her straight in the eyes and said, ‘No, Mama.’

She stared at me. She did not understand. ‘But surely I can at least choose my own rooms! I must insist, Mark, that when I’m living here—’

‘You won’t be living here, Mama.’

She continued to stare at me. And as I saw the comprehension creep into her eyes, the understanding of the enormity of my revenge, I wondered why it was I felt no satisfaction in my hour of triumph but only a bleak emotional emptiness that no amount of revenge could ever fill.

‘You always said you wanted the house for me,’ I heard myself say, and my voice was as calm as if I neither loved nor hated her but was merely indifferent to her presence beside me in that dark depressing house. ‘Before long I shall have it and your dearest wish will be realized. But if you think we could ever live together in amity beneath one roof, I fear you’re very much mistaken. I intend to be my own master, not a pale echo of your wishes like poor Cousin Robert. I’ve been at your beck and call for too long already.’

She was so angry by this time that she could not speak but merely stood trembling with rage. Then without warning her rage dissolved into sobs and she began to plead with me. ‘Mark, please … I can’t bear you to be unkind too … Please … I love you … Let me stay … don’t turn me away …’

And suddenly I longed for her to stay, longed to give her all she wanted, longed for her gratitude and pride and affection. I was almost afraid to speak for fear I would betray how close I was to an irrational and sentimental volte-face. But I spoke. I said, giving her a dose of her own callousness, ‘My mind’s made up and nothing can change it. I’m sorry.’

She started to shout at me but I took no notice. I merely suggested we should leave the house without further delay, and when we reached the carriage I told the coachman to return to Penzance via Morvah.

‘Morvah?’ said my mother. ‘Morvah? Why Morvah?’

‘My father is there visiting property of his and I intend to stay with him for a few days. Cousin Robert will look after you when you reach Penzance; there’s no need for me to escort you back to London.’

‘But—’

‘I want to see my father.’

‘But why choose this time to see him?’ She was half furious, half despairing. ‘I need you more than he does!’

‘Perhaps,’ I said. ‘But I need him more than I need you.’

She did not answer. Perhaps she had at last realized that she possessed no answer to offer me. She cried all the way to Morvah, but when the carriage halted by the hamlet’s little church her pride returned to her and she averted her face when I tried to kiss her good-bye.

‘I’ll call on you when I’m next in London, Mama,’ I said after a moment. ‘I wish you a safe journey.’

‘Pray don’t bother to call,’ she said icily, and then suddenly she was crying again, clinging to me and begging me to stay with her because after all I was her son, was I not, and I did owe her something.

‘I’m not your only son,’ I said. ‘There’s Nigel.’

‘Oh yes,’ she said emptily. ‘Nigel. I was very ill when he was born. I nearly died. I’m afraid I never cared for him greatly after I recovered.’

‘He would visit you if you were to invite him.’ I jumped down from the carriage and told the coachman to drive on. ‘Good-bye, Mama.’

She did not answer. The carriage rolled slowly away along the road which led south on to the moors, and I watched it until it had slowly surmounted the ridge and crawled out of sight. After that, still feeling numb with the emotional exhaustion of the scene at Penmarric, I asked directions from a passing yokel and five minutes later I was half running, half walking down the track to Deveral Farm.
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I was shocked to see the house my father had decided to use as a summer residence. I had, it was true, known that the property was described as a farm, but I had thought that the word must be an obsolete description and that the house would be a small country mansion with perhaps a humble farm nearby to furnish it with essential food supplies. When I left the Penzance road and turned down the lane towards the cluster of greystone buildings visible quarter of a mile away I was puzzled by their rustic aspect, but I merely thought that the out-buildings of the farm hid the mansion from view. It was not until I reached the farmyard that I made the discovery.

There was no mansion.

There was not even a farm, for the outbuildings were disused and the barn was in a bad state of repair. All the estate consisted of was an old farmhouse, four-square and ugly, which could not possibly have contained more than ten rooms. I cast a sharp glance over the exterior for pipes which would hint at interior sanitation, but there was none; a water butt caught rainwater from the gutters but that was all. Crossing the overgrown, weed-strewn patch of garden at the side of the house, I reached the front door and, hardly believing that my father could have chosen to live in such a place, rapped on the panels.

I was admitted by a grey-haired Cornishwoman, humbly dressed but respectable, who showed me into the ‘parlour’, a dingy room that possessed plain furniture and an air of being permanently unused. I began to wonder if my father had taken leave of his senses. I thought of Gweekellis Manor, aged and beautiful, its mellow façade, its splendidly vaulted hall, its sunken garden still recognizable as a medieval moat; I thought of the woods which stretched from the lawns to the estuary, the peace and tranquillity of the South Cornish countryside. My father had belonged there so absolutely that I could not imagine him living anywhere else, least of all amidst this savage landscape of the Cornish Tin Coast in a humble working-class farmhouse. I was just wondering if I should be bold enough to inquire directly into his motives when the door opened and he came into the room.

‘Mark!’ he exclaimed. ‘What a pleasant surprise! How are you?’ And he took me in his arms and embraced me. He must have been surprised when he tried to disentangle himself and found me still clinging to him, but he smiled and patted my shoulder and said kindly, ‘Come into my study and I’ll ask my housekeeper, Mrs Mannack, to bring us some tea.’

I looked at him, at his familiar face that I knew and loved so well, and suddenly I saw him as if through the eyes of a stranger, saw his candid blue eyes and his sensitive mouth and the fine bone structure of his face, saw his thin, immensely tall frame and his grey-brown receding hair and his long-fingered scholar’s hands. I thought of my mother’s rapid, uneven words in that park in London, but even as grief gripped me like a vice my voice said clear and untroubled, ‘It seems strange to see you in such humble surroundings, sir! I hadn’t realized your property here was so modest. Surely by this time you must be missing Gweekellis Manor and feeling anxious to return?’

‘I can understand your surprise …’ He led the way into his study. As I followed him inside I recognized his favourite books, his inkstand, even his favourite pipe; a copy of The Times lay tossed upon the window-seat, and beyond the window was a spectacular view of Carn Kenidjack and the sea. ‘The change of scenery has helped my writing,’ he was saying apologetically, as if he knew his decision to spend time at the farm was eccentric, but the next moment the note of apology was replaced by enthusiasm. ‘And what scenery it is! I’ve become fascinated by the views across the moors to the sea on the one hand and across the moors to the ridge on the other – the stark ugliness of the mines somehow only emphasizes the austere beauty of the parishes … Yes, Mrs Mannack, we will have tea, if you please, and some of those excellent wine biscuits, if you have any left … Sit down, Mark; Where was I? Ah yes, the parishes. Historically this is a most interesting area. There’s an ancient hill fort on the summit of the ridge behind the house – at least two thousand years old, I should think – Chûn Castle, it’s called, Chûn after the Cornish “Chy-An-Woon”, meaning “House on the Down”, and nearby is a quoit of the same name …’

It was not until the housekeeper had brought tea to us that he remembered to ask me why I should be in Cornwall when I was supposed to be relaxing in London after my hard work at Oxford.

‘I was visiting Penmarric with my mother,’ I said.

‘I see.’ He looked away. ‘Let me show you the postcard I received from Nigel this morning from Florence—’

‘Papa …’

‘Yes?’

‘I went to Penmarric because Giles Penmar asked to see me. Now that his only son is dead he has decided to make me his heir. Penmarric will be mine when he dies.’

There was a silence. He did not answer, but I saw his hand tremble as he pushed the tobacco into his pipe. I said unsteadily, ‘I’ll refuse it, if you prefer. Your wishes mean more to me than my mother’s.’

‘My dear Mark, don’t be so foolish!’ he said at once. ‘Of course you must accept the situation. You have every right to inherit Penmarric by virtue of your mother’s claims, and if I’ve always seemed reluctant to discuss either your mother or her inheritance with you it’s only because I find it painful to speak of your mother, who brought me so much unhappiness, and repugnant to speak of her sordid quarrels with Giles Penmar. I also felt guilty because I felt I was failing in my parental duty by allowing you to see her and become involved in her quarrels, but what else could I have done? It takes a hard man to keep a son from his mother, and besides, I was afraid Maud would make all manner of distressing scenes if I refused to let you see her, and I think I would have hated that more than anything else on earth.’ He laid his pipe on the table absent-mindedly and glanced out of the window. ‘However, if your mother’s quarrel with Giles Penmar is now at an end I suppose I should feel glad for her sake – and for yours – that the matter is finally settled. Penmarric will make a fine inheritance for you one day.’

There was a pause. He picked up his pipe again. ‘It makes a certain decision easier for me too,’ he said at last, and I could hear the relief in his voice. ‘Now that you’re so well provided for I need have no qualms about leaving Gweekellis Manor to Nigel.’

I was on my feet before I realized it. I saw his startled expression and I believe he spoke, but I heard nothing he said because by then I was already shouting at him in a harsh voice that did not sound like my own, shouting that Gweekellis was mine – mine – mine because I was the elder son, and how dare he give it to Nigel and how dare he favour Nigel and how dare he treat me as if—

The harsh shouting suddenly ceased. Panic made me feel as if I were suffocating. I began to back away towards the door.

‘Mark,’ he said, much distressed, ‘Mark, please. I think you forget yourself.’

I reached the door. My fingers groped blindly for the handle.

‘Your mother has been trying to turn you against me,’ he said. ‘What has she been saying? You’d better tell me at once.’

I was in the narrow hall and stumbling past the stairs to the front door.

‘Mark …’

But I had escaped. I could not hear or speak or see, but suddenly I knew I was outside, for the air was fresh against my aching throat and the sea breeze ran light fingers over my hot cheeks and burning eyes. I began to run. Heather, coarse and tough, tugged at my trousers and scratched my shoes. I was on the moors, the desolate silent moors where there was nothing except my choking gasps for breath and my single-minded determination to run until there was no more strength left in my body. So I went on running, stumbling across the summit of the ridge, groping my way downhill into the valley of Zillan parish, and it was there in the porch of the parish church that I first saw Janna Roslyn and decided that despite everything that had happened I would stay on in Cornwall and postpone my return to London.
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After Janna Roslyn had left the churchyard and I had watched her until she disappeared from sight I walked slowly over to the grave where the red roses bloomed on the quiet grass.

‘Here lyeth JOHN HENRY ROSLYN,’ ran the inscription on the tombstone, ‘who died on the 15th day of May, 1890, aged 66 years. Also his wife REBECCA MARY, who died on the 12th day of April, 1885, aged 58 years. May their souls rest in peace. This stone was erected to their memory by their devoted sons, JARED JOHN ROSLYN AND JONAS HENRY ROSLYN, in the Year of Our Lord 1890.’

I was still staring at the inscription and trying to deduce the identity of the woman who had brought the flowers to the grave when a resonant voice remarked behind me, ‘So Mrs Roslyn has brought some more beautiful roses! How fortunate she is to have such a plentiful supply at Roslyn Farm.’

I swung round to find myself face to face with the rector of Zillan. He was a slender man in his middle forties with prematurely white hair and odd dark eyes. I write ‘odd’ because the only time I had seen such eyes before had been during a variety act in London; a man with similarly odd eyes had read people’s thoughts and printed them neatly on a blackboard to the accompaniment of admiring applause from his audience. It occurred to me in alarm that it might be most embarrassing to be ministered to by a parson who practised telepathy. One might make all manner of unwanted admissions.

‘Good afternoon,’ he said pleasantly in response to my uneasy greeting. ‘Welcome to Zillan. We very seldom have visitors from England. Or are you perhaps a Cornishman after all? You have a Cornish look about you … Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Edward Barnwell and I am, as you have no doubt gathered from my clerical appearance, the rector of this parish.’

When I told him who I was he seemed startled and then explained that he knew my father well; they had been at school together long ago, and my father had been attending church at Zillan since he had taken up residence at Deveral Farm. I learned too that my father lunched regularly at the rectory with Mr Barnwell and his family after matins every Sunday before returning over the moors in the pony trap to his solitary existence at Morvah.

‘If you are to be staying with your father for a few days,’ said Mr Barnwell, ‘I hope you will accompany him when he lunches with us at the rectory next Sunday. My wife will be delighted to see you and my daughter Miriam will be pleased to see a new face for a change. I fear we are very isolated here at Zillan … Miriam is eighteen now and quite accomplished, although naturally I speak as a prejudiced parent. Well, I mustn’t delay you any longer. Pray give my regards to your father and I hope I shall have the chance to see you again soon.’

‘Yes, sir. Thank you,’ I said politely, and then before I could stop myself I heard myself add, ‘Sir, did you say that it was a Mrs Roslyn who had brought these flowers? Would she be the wife of one of the sons who erected this tombstone?’

He looked at me, his odd eyes betraying nothing, but just as I was cursing myself for asking such a question he said as casually as if we had been discussing the weather, ‘No, Mrs Roslyn was the second wife of Mr John Henry Roslyn, who died in May, and the stepmother of the sons mentioned in the inscription. She still lives at Roslyn Farm, which is situated across the moors towards Chûn. Have you visited Chûn Castle yet? My wife says it’s merely a heap of old stones and hardly worth a visit, but it would be of interest to you, I think, if you share your father’s dedication to history.’

‘I must look for the castle on my way back to Morvah,’ I said hurriedly and escaped at last, but I could feel his dark eyes watching me all the way down the street, just as my eyes had watched Mrs Roslyn earlier.

When I arrived once more at Deveral Farm I went immediately to my father’s study and apologized for my earlier behaviour. ‘I can only conclude that it was the strain of the interview with Giles Penmar which made me so unlike myself,’ I added, and my voice, calm and controlled, betrayed nothing. ‘I’m afraid I behaved foolishly.’

‘I understand,’ he said at once. ‘We’ll say no more about it.’ But he still looked profoundly uncomfortable.

‘And of course Nigel should have Gweekellis if I’m to have Penmarric,’ I said. ‘That’s only fair. I can see that now. Please forgive me for what I said earlier.’

‘Yes … of course.’ But he looked unhappier than ever.

To change the subject before he could begin to question me again about my mother, I said rapidly, ‘Would it inconvenience you if I stayed here at Deveral Farm for a while? I have a thesis which I want to write about King John … If the atmosphere here is so conducive to writing—’

‘Of course!’ he said at once, seizing the opportunity to be kind to me. ‘Stay as long as you wish! A thesis on King John? But what attracts you to such a disagreeable character? Surely of all the Plantagenets … But we can discuss that later at our leisure. I’ll tell Mrs Mannack to prepare one of the spare rooms for you.’

‘I wouldn’t want to interfere with your work—’

‘I’m certain you would not – on the contrary, it will be good for me to have some congenial companionship after living like a recluse for the past few months … I prefer to work in the mornings, and two or three afternoons a week I like to take solitary walks along the cliffs, but that still leaves us plenty of time together.’

‘The countryside does indeed seem interesting …’ I began to talk about my walk to Zillan and my meeting with Mr Barnwell. So self-possessed was I, so confident that I was in control of myself that it gave me a shock when I found I could not resist saying carelessly to him, ‘Papa, do you know any of the parishioners of Zillan?’

‘Well, by sight, I suppose,’ he said doubtfully. ‘Having attended matins there every week, their faces have become familiar. But there’s no one of my own class there save Barnwell himself. The only substantial landowner in Zillan parish, an old bachelor named Meredith, is too crippled with arthritis to leave his home to attend matins, so I’ve yet to meet him.’

‘I see.’ I could not stop myself. I had to go on. ‘I was wondering if you knew anything about a Mrs Roslyn, a very beautiful woman of perhaps thirty or less.’ And as he looked at me in astonishment I said glibly, ‘I saw her this afternoon and the rector spoke of her. I wondered if you knew her too.’

‘I might know her by sight.’ He smiled a little. ‘Surely a woman of “perhaps thirty or less” would seem somewhat old to a boy of your age?’

‘I was merely struck by her good looks,’ I mumbled and tried to think of some plausible way to excuse myself from his presence, but he spoke before any attempt at escape was possible.

‘There’s no need to look embarrassed,’ he said gently, touched by what he supposed to be my naïve admiration. ‘I realize that you have reached an age when the opposite sex seems attractive to you. Perhaps while we’re mentioning the subject I should say …’

The long-awaited discourse on matters pertinent to a gentleman’s private life. I wished I were three hundred miles away in London.

‘… how pleased I was,’ he was saying, ‘that you conducted yourself so well at Oxford. Of course I was confident that you would always behave honourably, but you were young and had a great deal of unaccustomed freedom, and I know that it’s often far from easy for a young man to maintain high standards in such circumstances …’

I thought of the women I had known at Oxford, the lower-class women who were willing to oblige a young gentleman in search of discreet amusement, the women who had belonged to a part of my life so private that even my closest friends had failed to suspect its existence. Shame washed through me in a hot tide; I could feel my cheeks burning with my guilt.

‘… but I knew my trust in you would be justified,’ said my father and turned aside tactfully to ignore what might have been my innocent blushes. ‘Now let me speak to Mrs Mannack about preparing a room for you.’

I slept badly that night. I kept waking up and vowing I would turn over a new leaf without delay, but when morning came at last I could think only of Janna Roslyn, and after breakfasting early I left the house and began my walk across the moors to Roslyn Farm.
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Chûn Castle was no doubt of considerable archaeological interest, but I had other matters on my mind besides archaeology that morning, so I did not linger by the double ring of old walls that stood atop the ridge but merely admired the splendour of the views to the sea beyond Penzance in the south and the sea beyond the cliffs of Morvah to the north, before I descended into the valley of Zillan parish. I saw the farms soon afterwards; there were two below the ridge where Chûn Castle stood, one a substantial farmhouse with a variety of outbuildings and the other a mere cottage with a small barn. I decided that Mr John Henry Roslyn, deceased, would have resided at the farmhouse and leased the cottage to tenants – if indeed he had even owned the land in the first place. The Penmars owned much land in Zillan parish and it was possible that Roslyn had been a tenant instead of a yeoman farmer with his own land.

I drew nearer the farmhouse. It was old, older than my father’s ugly house at Morvah, and although built of the usual sombre Cornish stone, it had a mellow air which reminded me of my home at Gweek. Around the porch grew the wild roses, entwined with clusters of honey-suckle. There was a little garden in front of the house and someone, presumably the mistress, had tended it carefully and used the soil to grow herbs. I smelled thyme and lavender, and for a moment I stood by the front gate and savoured the mingling scents and the peace of the old stone house. Presently when I moved into the farmyard the smell of manure contrasted sharply with the scents of the herb garden, and I wrinkled my nose with distaste as I picked my way through the mud and the hens to the back door.

The door was ajar. I was just wondering why the place was so quiet and deserted when the voice rang out to meet me, a harsh voice that jabbed furiously through the still morning air.

‘You lying tinker’s bitch,’ said a man in the ugly accents of an uneducated Cornishman. ‘It was an ill day for us when Father brought you home from St Ives.’

I stopped dead. And then as my heart missed a beat I heard the woman say coolly, ‘It was an ill day for your father when he begot you.’ Her voice bore a note of disdain. It was a low, self-possessed voice and she spoke with a soft Cornish lilt. ‘Fine sons you were to him! You’ve only yourself to blame that you didn’t inherit this farm when he died.’

‘It was you who was to blame!’ shouted a second man. ‘If it hadn’t been for you—’

‘Hold your tongue, Joss,’ said the first man grimly. ‘Now listen to me, Janna. I don’t know how you get the money to keep this place in order and to be blunt I don’t care. But I’ll make you one last offer for this land and this house – a good offer in good coin – and you can take it or leave it. But think twice before you turn it down. I want this place and I intend to have it. If you won’t give it to me in a proper legal way I swear I’ll drive you out by every means I know of and you’ll be sorry the day ever dawned when you crossed Jared Roslyn.’

I had already moved swiftly and noiselessly across the yard, and now as soon as the man finished speaking I pushed the back door wide and said clearly from the threshold, ‘You’d best be careful, Mr Roslyn. Extortion is a criminal offence. I’m sure you’d be averse to being brought before the bench and spending the next few years in prison.’

And as the silence fell upon the room like a pall I crossed the threshold and walked into the large farm kitchen beyond.

She had her back to the window so that the light was behind her and I could not see her expression. She was very still. By the range stood a small but well-knit youth of about my own age whom I guessed to be Joss, the younger brother, and close to me by the door stood a dark, powerfully built farmer of about thirty with hard eyes and a narrow mouth.

I looked at him, I a boy of twenty face to face with a man ten years my senior, and as I looked at him I measured him as one might measure an opponent in the ring. And when I had measured him I raised the massive barrier of my class, which was the only weapon I had, and prepared to use it to annihilate him.

‘I don’t know you, sir,’ I said with the studied insolence I had acquired from the titled young aristocrats of Eton. ‘Nor do I wish to. I’m not accustomed to meeting louts who abuse a widow still in mourning and trespass on her property in order to threaten her and cause her distress. Giles Penmar, who I am sure is known to you, is my cousin and Harry Penmar is a personal friend of mine. Unless you want to find yourself in trouble of the most serious kind I would advise you to remove yourself and your brother immediately from this property, where I believe you have no right to be in the first place, and if I hear that Mrs Roslyn has been bothered again by either of you, then – to quote your own singularly pertinent phrase – you’ll be “sorry the day ever dawned” when you failed to observe my advice.’

The man turned a dull red. I stood my ground, but finally all he said when he could control his voice was ‘You’re lucky with your friends, Janna.’

The woman’s face was still in shadow. She said nothing, and after a moment Roslyn motioned his brother and with the boy at his heels walked past me into the farmyard.

I stepped into the kitchen, closed the door and found her before me. For a second we stood inches apart facing each other. It was the first time I had seen her without her veil, and I had not realized before how fair she was. I had seen the blue black-lashed eyes and the white skin, but not the colour of her hair. It was golden, a deep pure shade of gold, rich and exciting. I knew instinctively that the hair would be long and thick when it was loosened, smooth and heavy to the touch.

‘Thank you, sir,’ she said coolly, shunning any hint of effusive gratitude. ‘It was kind of you to save me from such an embarrassing scene. May I have the honour of knowing whom I am addressing?’

I had noticed the improvement in her speech since she had begun to talk to me and I found her correctness of manner surprising. The Cornish lilt was still much in evidence, but she had an odd veneer of education and quality which was unexpected in a woman of her position. I tried to place her in some convenient category of class against an appropriate background, but could not.

‘My name is Castallack,’ I said slowly. ‘Mark Castallack. I come from Gweek, near Helston.’

There was a slight pause before she said, ‘Castallack? There’s a village of that name between Mousehole and Lamorna … Well, how do you do, Mr Castallack. May I offer you a glass of elderberry wine?’

‘That would be delightful, Mrs Roslyn. Thank you. I was on my way to Zillan from my father’s house at Morvah, and somehow I managed to lose my way, so I decided to stop at your farm to ask directions …’ The lies slipped smoothly from my tongue as I followed her out of the kitchen down a passage to the front of the house. She was tall for a woman, but slender, very graceful. As I followed her down the passage to the stairs and hall I noticed how her plain drab black dress clung to her waist and lingered in clinging folds about her hips. At the front of the house she opened a door and led the way into a neat parlour, scrupulously clean and well dusted. There were even flowers on the mantelshelf above the fireplace, a fact that surprised me, for I had thought the working classes seldom used the ‘front room’ of their homes. By the window which faced the herb garden and the moors stood a small oak table, and Mrs Roslyn asked me to be seated while she fetched the wine.

When she returned she sat down opposite me. Her drab black dress was buttoned up to her throat, and my glance travelled instinctively from her waist to her neck and back to her waist again before I remembered my manners and stared out of the window to regain my composure.

‘Will you be long in this part of Cornwall, Mr Castallack?’ she asked effortlessly while I struggled with an unexpected wave of self-consciousness. I was suddenly much too aware of my youth, my lack of inches, my plain features and my thickset frame.

‘For a few weeks, perhaps.’ I made a great effort, determined to overcome my reserve. She was, after all, only a working-class woman, despite her airs and graces. There was no need for me to feel so paralytically shy. I took a sip of the home-made wine and began to explain that I had just finished my studies at Oxford and had decided to visit my father, who was spending the summer at Deveral Farm. The wine, powerful as only home-made wine can be, soon enabled me to summon the boldness to question her about herself. Had she always lived in Cornwall? Were her stepsons in the habit of persecuting her in such a distasteful fashion? Had it been hard for her since her husband died? I learned that, yes, she had always lived in Cornwall and in fact had never been east of the Tamar, and that, yes, her stepsons entertained nothing but ill-will towards her since her husband had left the house to her in his will, but she was not afraid of her stepsons since there was nothing they could do to evict her from her home. She managed well enough; she had had to work harder since her husband’s death, but she had help; the young servant girl Annie was half-witted but very biddable, and there was always Griselda.

‘Griselda?’ I said.

‘Griselda came with me from St Ives when I married,’ said Mrs Roslyn, and some small edge to her voice told me that she did not wish to pursue the subject.

‘I hear St Ives is a very picturesque town,’ I said after a slight pause. ‘I’ve long wanted to visit it some day.’

She smiled but said nothing, and I realized then that the distasteful subject was not the unknown Griselda at all but the town where she had lived until her marriage.

‘I have friends there,’ I said rapidly. ‘The St Enedocs – or at least Russell St Enedoc was a friend of mine at school although I haven’t seen him for a year or two now …’ And I went on talking of matters of no particular importance, the parts of Cornwall I knew best, the local gentry with whom I happened to be acquainted, my impressions of Morvah and Zillan, until at last her polite silence hinted that she was waiting for me to leave.

I rose to my feet so clumsily that I almost upset my empty wineglass. ‘If you’ll excuse me, Mrs Roslyn, I think I should be on my way.’

‘Ah yes,’ she said, ‘you told me you were on your way to Zillan when you became lost and decided to stop at the farm to seek directions.’ Her clear eyes looked straight into mine and I thought I saw a flicker of irony in her expression as she repeated the lie I had told her. ‘Take the lane down to the road, then cross the road and you will see Zillan before you across the moors.’

‘Thank you.’ We were in the hall by this time and she was opening the front door. As she turned to face me again I held out my hand and after a slight hesitation she put her hand in mine. Her fingers were long and sinuous. I could imagine how they might feel under different circumstances, and because my imagination was unusually vivid I held her hand too long and she was obliged to withdraw it to preserve the proprieties.

I said clumsily, ‘May I call again?’

‘Please do,’ she said, ‘if you happen to be in this neighbourhood.’ But her voice was merely civil. It was not an encouraging invitation. ‘The mornings are the best time,’ she added, just as I was beginning to feel unpleasantly rebuffed, ‘because in the afternoons I try to rest or at least to do some sewing or ironing before I cook the evening meal. But don’t call on Thursday. Thursday is the big market day in Penzance and I spend all day there selling the farm produce.’

I felt appeased. After we had parted I walked down the path to the lane before I looked back over my shoulder, but she had already gone back into the house and the front door was closed. When I reached the lane I glanced back a second time as if unable to believe that she was no longer watching me, and strangely enough my instinct was correct. The curtain on one side of the parlour window moved slightly; she had been watching me all the time.
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I was so disturbed by the meeting and so restless that I was quite unable to sleep that night and arose the next morning feeling that the last thing I desired was to accompany my father to church at Zillan and lunch afterwards with Mr, Mrs and Miss Barnwell at the rectory. But I could hardly explain to my father that I would have preferred to ease my intolerable restlessness by walking to Penzance and buying a discreet list of female names and addresses from the head porter of the Metropole Hotel. Controlling myself with an effort, I accompanied him meekly in the pony trap to church and spent the entire service, I regret to say, imagining what might happen if Mrs Roslyn and I were alone together behind the locked door of a darkened room. It was not that I was irreligious; on the contrary, I was then much more religious than I am now, for my father had instilled churchgoing habits into both Nigel and myself at an early age, and this religious background was so closely interwoven with my father’s standards which I admired so deeply that my acceptance of it was complete. Despite the post-Darwin tides of atheism I had encountered at Oxford and the independence of thought fostered by the academic climate, it had never occurred to me not to believe in God and worship Him dutifully every Sunday, and even later in life when I moved towards agnosticism I still derived a sense of security from regular attendance at church. Hypocritical perhaps, but when I was twenty I was not aware of any hypocrisy. My father believed, and if he believed, then I believed too.

During the first hymn I glanced over my shoulder and nearly dropped my hymnbook when I saw Mrs Roslyn in one of the back pews. I had not seen her enter the church and had assumed she was not attending matins that week. When I managed to look at her a second time I noticed the ugly hunched old crone who was standing next to her and realized with a shock that this must be the mysterious Griselda who had accompanied Mrs Roslyn to Zillan on her marriage. The old crone looked little better than a fishwife. I wondered what her connexion was with Mrs Roslyn, and not for the first time I began to speculate about Mrs Roslyn’s early life in St Ives.

The service ended at last, but there was no chance for a word with Mrs Roslyn, for she and the crone left immediately and I was detained in the aisle to be introduced to the rector’s wife and daughter before we all retreated to the rectory for luncheon. As I had suspected, the meal turned out to be dinner, served early to spare the servants undue labour on the Sabbath, and I ate hungrily as I observed my host and his family. Mrs Barnwell was a gossipy woman with a long nose that clearly enjoyed poking its way into other people’s business; I was surprised that the rector, who was an interesting man, should have selected such an uninteresting woman to be his lifelong companion. Their daughter Miriam at first appeared to be as dreary as her mother, although where Mrs Barnwell was garrulous Miriam was quiet and where Miriam was sedate Mrs Barnwell was effusive, but after lunch when Mrs Barnwell suggested coyly that her daughter might take me on a ‘grand tour of the garden’, I found that Miss Miriam Barnwell was not nearly so negative as I had supposed. I had felt sorry for her, knowing how hard it was for daughters of clergymen to meet suitable young men, and reflecting how isolated her existence must be at Zillan rectory, but I soon realized that not only was she uninterested in my sympathy but she was also uninterested in me as a possible suitor. At first I felt affronted since as far as she was concerned I was eligible enough and could expect to be treated as such, but presently my sense of humour enabled me to see the funny side of the situation and I began to wonder idly where her interests lay. Looking at her more closely, I saw to my surprise that she was not unattractive. She had her father’s fine dark eyes, a quantity of soft brown hair and one of those small delicate figures that some men with a penchant for porcelain find irresistible.

‘I am very well acquainted with your cousins,’ she said casually as we toured the hydrangea bushes at the far edge of the lawn. ‘Did Papa tell you? I used to do my lessons with them at Penmarric.’

‘No, he didn’t mention it.’

‘I haven’t seen much of them recently. Poor Raymond had been abroad for some time before he died in Cairo, and Clarissa was too busy with her London debut last year to be much at Penmarric. I was invited to her ball, but did not go.’ Dislike, polite but deadly, tinged her voice and was gone. ‘Harry I still see occasionally, but he is often in London nowadays … Will you be calling regularly now at Penmarric, Mr Castallack? After all, now that Mr Penmar has made you his heir …’ She stopped abruptly and gazed for one long angry moment at the nearest hydrangea bush as she bit her lip.

‘How you intrigue me, Miss Barnwell!’ I said dryly after my initial surprise had worn off. ‘How could you possibly know I’m Giles Penmar’s heir? It’s no secret, I grant you, but it’s hardly common knowledge either at present! Are you a mind-reader by any chance?’

She laughed and blushed very prettily. I was already feeling much less sorry for her. It occurred to me that she was a young woman who could be most adept at fending for herself, and I decided that if she were a governess she would have the unattached master of the house proposing to her in less time than it took Mr Rochester to say good morning to Jane Eyre.

‘Miss Barnwell,’ I persisted, amused, ‘before I expire with curiosity, do, I entreat you, enlighten me. How did you hear the news so fast?’

‘Well, you see …’ She began to explain. She had recently become acquainted with a Mr Michael Vincent, a young man from Launceston whose family was known to her father. He had come to Penzance earlier that year to join the firm of Holmes, Holmes, Trebarvah and Holmes—

‘The Penmar solicitors,’ I said. ‘I think I’m beginning to understand.’ It occurred to me that a young lawyer would be a very seemly match for her, and I thought I could now understand her lack of interest in me as a possible suitor.

‘Mr Vincent dined with us yesterday – he dines with us quite often – and he happened to mention – in a most oblique way, of course, I’m sure he did nothing improper—’

‘Of course,’ I murmured soothingly.

‘Mr Vincent is often at Penmarric. On business.’ But her voice implied that his business provided him with a convenient excuse for calling there.

‘Oh?’ I said. ‘Is he a friend of Harry’s?’

‘No,’ said Miriam, spiteful as a cat with unsheathed claws, ‘but he is infatuated with Clarissa. She considers it a great joke.’

So that, I thought, was how the land lay. Miriam was in love with the young solicitor, who was infatuated with my unusually striking cousin-by-adoption. No wonder I had heard the dislike in Miriam’s voice when she had spoken of Clarissa earlier! And I thought of the one time I had seen Clarissa, those brief minutes four years before at Penmarric, and remembered her brilliant dark eyes and wide passionate mouth. I had not been in London the previous summer when Clarissa had made her debut in society, but word of her success had still managed to reach me. One of my friends at Oxford had met her and sent her a sonnet a day until his inspiration was exhausted; she was reported to be on the verge of marrying either a duke or an earl or a rich American; her own sex, particularly her fellow debutantes, were reported to be stupefied by such undeserved success – undeserved because Clarissa did not conform to the conventional standards of feminine beauty – and were delighted when for some unaccountable reason she married none of her ardent suitors and merely returned to Cornwall when the Season had reached its end. The scandal began soon afterwards. After all, there had to be some reason why her suitors’ ardour had cooled; it was said she returned to Cornwall in disgrace. How true all this gossip was I had no idea, but it was true that Clarissa now had a ‘reputation’ and that this young solicitor Michael Vincent was only one of a long line of men who had found her unconventional looks irresistible.

In the pony trap on the way home from Zillan that afternoon I said to my father, ‘I fancy Miss Barnwell has an unrequited passion for that young man Michael Vincent whom Mr Barnwell mentioned just before we left.’

‘Really?’ said my father, who was exhausted by his weekly concession to social intercourse but not so exhausted that he could not look astonished by my remark. ‘I think you must be mistaken. I dislike gossip, but I had heard that little Miss Barnwell had set her cap a good deal higher than a mere country solicitor. I had heard that Raymond Penmar was interested in her and that she in fact was the reason he was sent abroad to Rome, Athens and Cairo. Giles Penmar not unnaturally wanted his son to marry well and not to become involved with a clergyman’s daughter.’

I gaped at him. ‘Did Mr Barnwell tell you that?’

‘No, it was Mrs Barnwell who dropped the hints, but Barnwell was present and did not deny the implications of his wife’s remarks. He later said he deeply regretted allowing his daughter to associate with the Penmars. Young Harry has a bad reputation and as for Clarissa – but that’s gossip I have no intention of repeating. Let it suffice to say that I hope you won’t become acquainted with either Harry or Clarissa while you’re staying with me at Morvah.’

‘There’s little likelihood of that happening,’ I said frankly. ‘If I even tried to bid Harry good day I think he’d try and knock me down.’

He was silent, evidently satisfied by my assurance. His housekeeper’s husband, Walter Mannack, drove us out of Zillan parish and across the hills to Morvah, and presently I forgot the Penmars and the rector’s daughter and began to think once more of Mrs Janna Roslyn.
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I called at Roslyn Farm on Monday morning, but the old crone Griselda told me Mrs Roslyn was ‘tired’ and ‘resting’ and could not receive visitors. On Tuesday I was informed she had gone to Penzance to spend an extra day marketing produce; the market was held three times a week in Penzance, and although the largest market was held on Thursday, I was told that since her husband’s death Mrs Roslyn had often been obliged to go to market on Tuesdays and Saturdays as well – presumably on account of trying financial circumstances. On Wednesday I again tried to see her, but she was away visiting a neighbouring farm, and on Thursday, of course, she went to Penzance again. By Friday I had received the distinct impression that she wanted to administer a rebuff, but so anxious was I to see her that a rebuff was a mere inconvenience which I was prepared to tolerate. What I could not endure was another day without the prospect of exchanging a few words with her, so on Friday morning I saddled my father’s horse again and rode over the hills past Chûn Castle to the farm.

She was at home. She consented to see me. We drank another glass of wine together in her front parlour and I spoke of London and a dozen other matters, but she said little and I was forced to carry the burden of the conversation. She did not appear to be bored. She did not appear to be especially interested, but she was always faultlessly polite. I think it was then, on that second meeting, that I began to realize I was wasting my time, but by then it was already too late. It was useless to try to tell myself I had best forget her attraction for me and move to fresher woods and greener pastures. I could not turn my back on her, could not continue through life as if she had never crossed my path. I had to go on seeing her. My obsession was utterly irrational but I could not rid myself of it. I knew I was making a fool of myself, and I knew that every visit I paid to the farm was yet another step down a blind alley, but I simply could not stop calling on her. Visits to other women, a useful panacea in the past to ease the raw ache of frustration, now made little difference to my peace of mind. I remained obsessed.

In love, I called it, but it was not love. An infatuation others might have judged it, but it was not merely an infatuation. It was a painful combination of lust, greed, admiration and longing, and above all the desire to possess. My favourite daydream was concerned solely with images of completed possession. I dreamt of her surrendering – but not willingly. That somehow would be less satisfactory. But I dreamt of an unwilling surrender which I had forced upon her yet which was not a form of rape. I dreamt of her taking off her clothes, one by one, each article torn from her body by those long sinuous fingers and folded neatly before being placed upon a chair. She would be cool, stony-faced, contemptuous. Since she was a respectable woman she would not undress to the point of complete nudity but would keep on her last petticoat, and when she sat down on the bed with her back to me and lifted her white arms to her head to undo her hair I would lean forward and unfasten the hooks of her bodice and slip my hands around her body to her breasts … Her hair would fall silently down her back and I would bury my face in it and pull her down on the pillows and then …

Nothing else mattered. All I wanted was to possess.

And I went on daydreaming, whiling away hour after hour, and so young was I, so ingenuous in my desires, that it never once occurred to me as I cherished my fantasies that in possessing her I would become myself possessed.
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Meanwhile I had quickly adjusted myself to my new surroundings. Walter Mannack, the housekeeper’s husband who acted as gardener and handyman at Deveral Farm, had collected the luggage I had left at the Metropole Hotel in Penzance, and presently in response to a request sent to the housekeeper remaining in charge of Gweekellis Manor I received some more clothes as well as the box in which I kept my writing materials and my notes for the thesis on King John. However, having no desire to resume my historical labours at that point and being anxious to discover some way of passing the time in between my visits to Roslyn Farm, I rode into Penzance and explored the town thoroughly – an excursion which I had never before had time to make during previous fleeting visits with my mother. I found it a curious mixture of a place, the new gentility of the seaside town mellowing the ancient coarseness of the fishing port. The Metropole Hotel was part of the new gentility, a modern building that faced the sea and catered to visitors anxious to breathe the sea air in refined surroundings, but the town’s high street was far older than the esplanade and stood farther inland to remind the stranger that a sea view had not always been considered desirable by the inhabitants. The mixture of old and new was again emphasized, however, by the new market house at the top of the historic Market Jew Street and by the new public gardens with their semi-tropical vegetation a stone’s throw from the narrow streets and cobbled alleys around the harbour. And beyond the harbour, reducing both the old and the new to insignificance, rose the fairy-tale castle of St Michael’s Mount, which as a child I had once wished could be included in my Penmar inheritance.

I did not know the St Aubyns who lived at the Mount, but I did meet the heir of Carnforth Hall, a large, wealthy estate which stood a mile or two from the sea east of Penzance. Justin Carnforth was three years my senior and a dreadful bore who could talk of nothing but horses, but he was friendly and hospitable and I did not consider myself above joining the card parties he gave from time to time whenever his parents were away from home. He had a sister, Judith Carnforth, but she was a plain, priggish girl and I was unable to find her congenial company; however, since her fortune was as large as her sense of humour was small, I supposed she would have no trouble finding a husband eventually.

It was through the card parties that I met several other contemporaries of mine, including my kinsman Roger Waymark, whose family owned Gurnards Grange at Zennor, the parish adjoining Morvah to the east; my father’s mother had been a Waymark of Zennor and it had been through her that my father had inherited Deveral Farm. Waymark was a pleasant fellow, but unfortunately he shared Carnforth’s obsession with horses, and since I have always regarded these animals merely as a convenient form of transport I soon found I had little to say to him. Harry Penmar had formerly been a member of the card-party set but had found it difficult to honour his debts; while he remained welcome at Carnforth Hall he was no longer invited there to play cards. I heard he had his eye on Judith Carnforth, but I did not believe that even Harry Penmar, who was notorious for his debts, could be desperate enough to consider Miss Carnforth as a matrimonial prospect.

I was first introduced to Justin Carnforth – and thus to the card parties at Carnforth Hall – by the young man whose name I had first heard mentioned at Zillan rectory, the solicitor Michael Vincent of Holmes, Holmes, Trebarvah and Holmes. I met him on my second visit to the rectory for lunch, and although he, too, had little in common with me, I soon decided that he was the only one of my new acquaintances whom I could truly consider a friend.

Being the youngest of four sons, he had been obliged to earn his living, but his education and background made him acceptable at Carnforth Hall even if his lack of money and abundance of moral scruples excluded him from the gambling circle there. When I first met him the disparity in our ages was then at its widest; I was still not yet twenty-one, while he was less than three years on the right side of thirty, a qualified lawyer making his own way in the world. Yet he was not sophisticated. When he was not working at his office he liked simple pleasures such as fishing or playing cricket, and although he enjoyed reading he had no taste for historical biography but preferred historical novels. But I found it easy to talk to him of casual matters, of the walks along the cliffs from Penzance to Lamorna, of expeditions to Logan’s Rock, of summer sailing in Mount’s Bay, and easier still to appreciate his good-naturedness and enjoy his company. I needed a friend and I sensed he needed one too; he had not been long in Penzance, and although he was well acquainted with the young men in the Carnforth Hall set I suspected they bored him as frequently as they bored me. Roger Waymark was too immature for him, Justin Carnforth too limited, and although Vincent never said so I was sure he disliked Harry Penmar as much as he worshipped Harry’s sister Clarissa.

‘How beautiful she is!’ he would sigh, quite besotted, and would repeat for the hundredth time how hard it was that he had no money behind him and was not in a position to pursue his admiration to its logical conclusion.

But I was still immune to Clarissa. By this time I had seen her once or twice in Penzance, but nevertheless I could only feel cynical about the looks Vincent admired so much. I had seen women before with that full-lipped red mouth and that figure curving lushly to the point of vulgarity, and those women did not usually travel in carriages.

‘She may be more like her brother than you think,’ I warned him one day.

But he would not hear of it. ‘I hesitate to say this about your cousin, Castallack, but I wouldn’t trust Harry Penmar an inch. I don’t know why they tolerate him at Carnforth Hall; it’s obvious he only wants to marry Judith because he needs to ally himself with an heiress to please his creditors.’

‘Is it definite that he wants to marry her?’

‘There’s talk of an engagement. Judith is eager for it, and although Sir James and Lady Carnforth are not so enthusiastic as she is, I think they will eventually give their consent.’

‘Well, Miss Carnforth hardly has the face that launched a thousand ships,’ I said practically. ‘She could do much worse than marry a Penmar.’

‘Oh, I’m not implying anything against the Penmars as a family! God knows if I had the chance to further my suit with Clarissa—’

I sighed. Vincent was apt to become tedious on the subject of Clarissa and I often wondered what he would say if I were to tell him that I too knew what it was to be obsessed with a woman – a farmer’s widow ten years older than I was. He would probably be profoundly shocked; he was, I was beginning to discover, a very conventional person. I had never realized how unconventional I was until I became friends with Michael Vincent.

‘I’m glad you’ve made friends with young Vincent,’ said my father to me at breakfast one morning in August. ‘He seems a steady fellow, not the kind who would lead you into debt or wild ways … By the way, while on the subject of money, are you managing well enough on your present allowance? You seem to spend a great deal of time in Penzance, and I know how easy it can be to spend money when visiting a town.’

I felt both guilty and embarrassed, but I could not tell him I had been supplementing my income by winning money from a set of young men I had met through Michael Vincent. In the end all I said was ‘I manage well enough, thank you, sir.’

‘Good, I’m glad. But you won’t get into debt, will you, Mark? You will come to me, won’t you, if you get into financial difficulties? I don’t want you trying to borrow from everyone and ending with a reputation as bad as Harry Penmar’s.’

‘No, sir, I won’t get into debt.’ My guilty conscience made me add, ‘I shan’t be going to Penzance so much anyway in future. I want to start writing my thesis on King John. In fact I think I shall make a start on it this morning.’

And I did indeed try to make a start. I went to the morning-room with paper and ink, with my notes on the writings of medieval chroniclers, with Kate Norgate’s England Under the Angevin Kings and other works which purported to deal with my subject; I even phrased an opening statement: ‘The purpose of this thesis,’ I wrote boldly, ‘is to refute the implications of the statement made by Mr J. R. Green (quoting Matthew Paris): “Foul as it is, Hell is itself defiled by the fouler presence of King John”.’

I had extremely bold views for a man of my age. ‘Radical’ my tutor had called them coldly when I had tried to argue that the traditional public image of King John was based on the gossipy reminiscences of a couple of chroniclers writing long after John’s death. But I was convinced there was a large scope for any historian in a study of John’s reign. During my closing months at Oxford I had become determined to remove some of the notoriety from John’s reputation, and the idea of a thesis exploding some of the famous myths about him had long been on my mind.

I sat and thought about John for some time.

Beyond the window lay the fields and beyond the fields lay the hamlet of Morvah and beyond Morvah lay the cliffs falling sheer to the sea. It was a hot sunny morning. I could go out, I thought, and walk along the cliffs to Zennor and perhaps call on Roger Waymark at Gurnards Grange.

So I went out, but I did not walk east along the cliffs to Zennor. My feet took me up onto the moors towards Zillan until at last I was passing Chûn Castle and scrambling down the steep hillside to Roslyn Farm.
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At the farm I discovered that Mrs Roslyn had walked over to Zillan to lay more roses on her husband’s grave. It took me at least five minutes to wheedle the information from that hostile old crone Griselda, who had for some unknown reason taken a firm dislike to me.

‘Thee’s a-wasting yurr time!’ she screeched after me in her heavy Cornish accent as I walked away from the front door through the herb garden. ‘She don’t holden with boys yurr age!’

‘That’s an extraordinarily insolent remark from a servant in your position!’ I retorted, spinning around angrily to face her, but she only replied with a shrill ‘I ain’t no servant!’ before retreating to the hall and banging the front door behind her.

I wondered again about the exact nature of her relationship with Mrs Roslyn.

When I was halfway to Zillan I saw her coming towards me across the moors. She saw me soon afterwards; she hesitated slightly, then walked on along the path. It was five minutes before we were finally face to face.

‘Good morning, Mr Castallack,’ she said politely.

‘Good morning, Mrs Roslyn.’

She still wore black since she was still in mourning. All through that summer I saw her wearing only black. I can remember how it accentuated the whiteness of her skin and the gold of her hair and the clearness of her eyes.

I offered to carry her basket. She accepted with a smile and I made some remark about the weather. After we had agreed that it had been unusually clement lately I suggested that as the weather was so encouraging she might wish to venture into Penzance one evening to have dinner with me.

‘Thank you,’ she said, ‘but I must refuse. I haven’t a suitable gown for such an occasion.’

‘If you would prefer to lunch rather than dine—’

‘Thank you, but no, I must ask you to excuse me. I apologize if I seem rude.’

Much against my better judgement I found myself compelled to interrogate her about her decision. Was it because she was still in mourning? Was it because I was too young? Was there some other man who—

‘Please, Mr Castallack,’ she said, and her eyes were so cold that they were no longer blue but grey, ‘I think you must be forgetting yourself. I am grateful for your offer to take me to Penzance but I do not wish to accept because I do not wish to become associated with you in that particular way. I enjoy your society, and should you wish to call at the farm occasionally I trust you will always have a hospitable reception, but I see no purpose in furthering our association on a more intimate basis. There is no “other man” in my life. If there were I would have told you about him long ago since I am not and never have been the sort of woman who enjoys a hole-in-the-corner intrigue. I’m a respectable woman, Mr Castallack, and it’s because any more intimate association with you could not have a respectable end that I am obliged to refuse your attentions. Good day.’

She reached to take the basket from me, but when I held it away from her she quickened her pace and moved in front of me as if the basket were of no consequence. I caught up with her, my cheeks burning, my heart hammering in my lungs.

‘I apologize,’ I said rapidly. ‘Please forgive me, Mrs Roslyn.’

She turned to face me again and held out her hand for the basket. ‘I think I would prefer to return home alone. Excuse me, if you please.’

‘No, I insist—’

‘If you please, Mr Castallack.’

I gave her the basket. ‘May I at least know,’ I said unevenly, ‘if my apologies are accepted? I had no intention of implying by my attentions to you that I thought you to be other than a respectable woman—’

‘Really, sir? Then what did you hope to achieve by such attentions?’

‘I wished merely to show that I admired you by inviting you to dine with me—’

‘And what would have been your next invitation?’

‘Mrs Roslyn, you do yourself an injustice by asking such a question—’

‘Perhaps,’ she said, ‘but that still shouldn’t prevent you from answering it.’

‘I can only repeat that I have never doubted your respectability.’

‘I’m glad to hear it. That’s not a conclusion I would have reached by judging the way you look at me sometimes.’

‘I apologize if I’ve ever given you offence—’

‘And besides,’ she said, not allowing me to finish, ‘young gentlemen of your breeding and background usually pursue a woman of lower rank for one purpose and one purpose only. You may be very young, but you have that certain degree of arrogance which tells me you fully expect to get your own way. Well, you have miscalculated, Mr Castallack. I’m not that kind of woman and even if I were I would hardly wish to commit myself to a boy scarce out of his teens.’

After a moment I said, ‘I see.’

I slowed my pace; she quickened hers, and we parted. I stood staring after her but presently I stepped aside and slumped down in the heather. A warm wind, slewing across my face, blew my hair into my eyes. I tried to think, to collect my wits, but the encounter had left me so numb that it was not for some minutes that I realized I was furiously angry.

‘Bitch!’ I said softly to the warm breeze from the hills. ‘Bitch!’

Her stepson Jared Roslyn had called her that. I could remember how shocked I had been to hear him address her in that fashion when I had first called at Roslyn Farm.

Tears pricked my eyes. I dashed them aside, stood up, shoved my fists into my pockets. Walking uphill, I went over the entire conversation word for word and decided what I should have said. She had had the upper hand from beginning to end. I should have taken a much firmer line, been less meek, less ready to stammer apologies. No wonder she had thought me too young to consider seriously! I had behaved like a schoolboy, allowed her to dictate to me and turn the conversation whichever way she chose. Very well, I thought fiercely, she was a respectable woman. But that did not mean she couldn’t be won. Just because I had tried to win her did not give her the right to adopt such haughty airs and behave in such an icily contemptuous manner. I tried to remember if I had ever given her serious cause to take offence and came to the conclusion that I had not. Finally I was driven to conclude that she was weary of my continual calls at the farm and had deliberately effected a quarrel with me to sever the tenuous relationship that existed between us.

Tears pricked my eyes again. My anger had ebbed and only the misery of rejection was left. I walked on blindly to the summit of the ridge, and at last on reaching Chûn I stumbled into the peaceful shelter of the castle walls.

‘Bitch!’ I said aloud for the third time and began to cry quietly to myself amidst the piles of ancient stones.

My emotions seemed to run in a cycle. Presently I began to feel angry again and soon I was so angry that I could no longer keep still. Leaving the castle, I passed Chûn Quoit on my way downhill into Morvah parish, and as I walked I could hear her say the offensive word ‘boy’ again and her disdainful comment: ‘Young gentlemen of your breeding and background usually pursue a woman of lower rank for one purpose and one purpose only.’ The comment incensed me for some reason. It was not until I was within quarter of a mile of my father’s house that I realized why. It incensed me because it was true and because she – a mere uneducated woman, a farmer’s widow – had used the truth in order to outwit me.

I seethed with rage.

When I reached Deveral Farm I shut myself in my room, wept again, fumed again and finally began to pace up and down in an agony of restlessness. In the end I could no longer contain myself. Seeking my father, I told him I intended to ride into St Ives to spend a day or two with my former schoolfriend Russell St Enedoc, and although he was startled by my sudden decision he raised no objection to it. Afterwards, without even waiting to have lunch, I set off east along the road to Zennor, and late in the afternoon I began my ride down from the hills into St Ives.


CHAPTER FOUR




Henry consoled himself by taking as his mistress one Rosamund Clifford, the ‘Fair Rosamund’ of later ballads and legends.

– Henry II,               

JOHN T. APPLEBY

Rosamund Clifford was a lady of good family.

– The Devil’s Brood,

ALFRED DUGGAN 
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I had no intention of riding at once to Menherion Castle, the home of the St Enedocs, and asking for Russell. Instead I left my horse at an inn, reserved a room for the night and set off on foot to explore the town. At the back of my mind lurked the thought that if I searched hard enough I might encounter some acceptable working-class girl on her afternoon off, and presently I moved away from the twisted alleys around the harbour and wandered around the bay towards the beach and the better residential section of the town.

I had often heard it said that St Ives was as unique as it was picturesque, and now I saw for myself that the reports had not been exaggerated. As I walked through its streets late on that August afternoon I thought it a strange foreign town with its medieval streets and cobbled alleys, its white walls dazzling beneath those warm southern skies. Here at least one could remember that not many centuries ago Cornwall had been another country instead of a remote appendage of England. But I soon realized that St Ives, far from looking back yearningly towards the past, was beginning to look to the future; there were already signs that it might one day rival Penzance as a seaside resort, and since the coming of the railway the inhabitants of the town, I was told, had become accustomed to the idea that visitors would stay at the boarding houses during August and September while artists would linger in the town to savour the special quality of the light.

The more modern section of St Ives on the other side of the bay was hardly as quaint as the jumbled collection of fishermen’s cottages on the peninsula, but at least it was free from the reek of fish and the odour of medieval sanitation. Regretting that such scenery should be so picturesque from a distance yet so squalid when explored more carefully, I took the path that led down to the sandy beach and glanced around for some promise of a welcome feminine diversion among the bathing tents, the groups of preposterously garbed swimmers and the children playing with their buckets and spades.

I should have returned to my inn when it became clear to me that this was not the day when most working-class girls had their afternoon off. Or I should have walked up to Menherion Castle and called at once on the St Enedocs. I should have done so many things instead of remaining on that beach, but of course everyone knows how easy it is to be wise after the event, and for me at that moment the event had not even begun.

Unaware of my own foolishness, I lingered by the sea.

I was still wandering aimlessly along the sands when a red beach ball bounced up to strike me on the thigh, and as I swung around in surprise a pugnacious infant elbowed his way past my knees and chased the ball to the water’s edge.

‘James!’ cried a girl’s light musical voice behind me on a note of great distress. ‘How naughty! Apologize to the gentleman at once!’ And then as her charge ignored her she called, distraught, ‘I’m terribly sorry – he’s rather naughty today, I’m afraid. I do apologize!’

‘Not at all,’ I said courteously. ‘Please don’t worry.’

She looked about eighteen years old. I was amazed when I discovered later that she was a year older than I was. She had pretty fair hair which, being fine, had partially escaped from its fastenings and now fell in curling strands about her face and neck. She had blue eyes and a gentle mouth and an exquisite pink and white skin. If I had not had Janna’s memory nailed so forcibly to the forefront of my mind I might have considered this girl reasonably fetching, but as it was I merely thought her a pale reflection of a woman I wanted but could not have.

Of course I knew at once that she was hardly the kind of girl with whom I could amuse myself in the manner I had had in mind, but before I was fully aware of what I was doing I found myself striking up a conversation with her. Her name, I learned, was Rose Parrish. With naïve pleasure I thought how well the name Rose suited her. Her employers, a Mr and Mrs Treen of St Ives, had engaged her as a nursemaid three months previously after her father, a country doctor in Devon, had died penniless and obliged her to earn her own living.

‘At first they said I should be a governess,’ explained Rose, ‘but my head aches when I begin to think of sums and arithmetic and things like that. Papa tried to teach me, but I was never any good at lessons.’

‘That’s as it should be,’ I said firmly. ‘Women were never meant to spend their time doing sums.’

Encouraged by my approbation, she lost some of her shyness. ‘Yes … well, I decided I would much prefer to look after children rather than instruct them, so I was very pleased to obtain this post with the Treens. James is a good little boy really.’ She saw my expression as I looked after the pugnacious infant. ‘Well, all children are a little wilful sometimes, but—’

‘Do you bring him down to the beach every afternoon, Miss Parrish?’

‘If it’s fine, yes.’

‘Will you be here tomorrow?’

‘Oh, tomorrow is my afternoon off.’

‘It is? How fortunate! Perhaps you would care to have tea with me tomorrow in St Ives?’

‘You’re – you’re most kind, but … well, I couldn’t possibly … Mrs Treen wouldn’t approve at all. You see … well, it’s hard to explain, but she feels that she is in a way responsible for me, so I – well, I would love to, but—’

‘I’ll call on her and introduce myself,’ I said. ‘Perhaps if she were to meet me and learn that I’m in St Ives to visit the St Enedocs at Menherion Castle—’

‘The St Enedocs!’ I might have been referring to a connexion with royalty. ‘Oh, then I’m sure Mrs Treen wouldn’t object! She often engages in charity work with Lady St Enedoc, and occasionally she and Mr Treen dine at the castle …’

And so it was settled. Nothing could have been easier.

‘I’m so sorry,’ said Rose when at last it was time for her to collect James and leave the beach, ‘I feel shy of asking again after we’ve been talking for so long, but what did you say your surname was, sir?’

‘Castallack,’ I responded, and seeing the blank expression with which the English customarily greet Cornish names, I added with an ease born of long practice, ‘“Cast” as in “castigate”, “allack” as in the abbreviation of Alexander, and the emphasis on the second of the three syllables.’

‘Mr Mark Castallack,’ said Rose, sighing, and the sigh was the sigh of one who is alone in the world and has longed in her loneliness to be befriended by a well-intentioned gentleman. ‘Oh, I shall be so looking forward to seeing you for tea tomorrow, Mr Castallack!’

After we had parted I rationalized my foolish behaviour by telling myself that tea was the most innocuous social convention ever invented and that as soon as it was over I could continue on my way without seeing her again.

So much for my good intentions.

At three-thirty the following afternoon I presented myself to Mrs Roderick Treen and was duly scrutinized by her with meticulous care for some minutes. Finally, having satisfied herself that I was indeed who I said I was and that I appeared to be an honourable gentleman, she summoned Rose to the drawing-room, gave us both her blessing and told me she expected Rose to be home by six.

Over a cream tea in a tea shop near the High Street I found conversation was far from difficult. I told her about Oxford and London and she listened breathlessly, hanging on my every word; I told her of my taste for historical scholarship and she drank in everything I said, the sincerity of her admiration shining in her eyes; I told her of my father and brother and home at Gweek, and she, who had neither home nor relatives, sighed and was wistful and said how she wished she could be as fortunate as I was.

‘Mr and Mrs Treen are very kind and considerate,’ she was quick to add, ‘but, after all, I’m only the nursemaid and can’t expect too much.’

My heart went out to her. I thought of the girls I had met in London that Season, rich, spoiled heiresses who threw tantrums unless they had the exact shade of material they wanted for their ball gowns, who went into a decline if they could not capture a title for themselves in the marriage market. Yet here was this doctor’s daughter, worth ten of any female paraded for the London Season only not one-tenth as fortunate in terms of affluence and position.

Naturally I saw her the next day. She did not have the afternoon off, but I met her by arrangement on the sands and hired one of the bathing tents in order that we could have greater privacy. The bathing tents, which had been erected by some daring local entrepreneur to cater to the most modern of the summer visitors, were attended by an old man who made a great fuss when I took Rose to the tent I had hired in the gentlemen’s section, but a guinea soon silenced him and he made no further effort to disturb us.

After we had eaten the picnic tea Rose had brought, Master James was set to work digging sandcastles and Rose and I remained in the tent out of the wind. Presently I leaned forward, closed the flap and secured it tightly against the world outside.

‘Please,’ said Rose anxiously at once, ‘I must be able to see James. If anything should happen to him …’

I kissed her. I thought: one kiss won’t make any difference. What’s one kiss? It needn’t go any further. So I kissed her until all I could see was the sheen of fair hair, the shimmer of white skin, the blur of blue eyes, and suddenly it was as if I were kissing not her at all but Janna and I was in the parlour of Roslyn Farm.

‘Please,’ said Rose’s soft, well-bred English voice, so different from Janna’s. ‘Please, Mark … no …’

Sanity returned with a rush. I released her. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said rapidly. ‘Please forgive me. I’ve behaved very badly, particularly since I have to leave St Ives soon and have no idea when I shall be able to return. Our … friendship can have no future and it would be utterly wrong of me to pretend otherwise.’

She nodded, not looking at me, dumb with disappointment, and suddenly pity destroyed all my good sense and I was leaning forward, taking her in my arms again and holding her in a long and intimate embrace.

‘Oh no … no, please …’

Her lips were soft and warm and very feminine. Her lashes flickered against my cheek and were still.

‘Mark … no, Mark …’

I could feel her breasts straining against her blouse. I undid one button. And another.

‘No, you mustn’t …’

‘I won’t do anything.’

‘Then …’

‘Let me just …’

‘No!’

‘Please, Rose, please.’ I felt her hesitate at my tone of voice.

She no longer stiffened or tried to draw away from me. ‘Please … please …’

‘You mustn’t. I …’

‘I must. You’re so pretty. I must just see …’

‘I …’

‘I won’t hurt you.’

But I did. I was more careful than I had ever been with a woman before, but I still hurt her. Afterwards she cried and clung to me and would not let go.

‘I didn’t mean to … What a low opinion you must have of me …’ She wept, overcome with horrified remorse. ‘If Mrs Treen were to find out …’

I started reassuring her, consoling her, swearing that I had a higher opinion of her than ever, and all the time I was thinking: this must never happen again. Presently when her tears stopped she gazed at me with such adoration that I looked away in embarrassment. ‘You’re so kind,’ she said tremulously, ‘and so good. I knew from the beginning that I would fall in love with you.’

I cleared my throat. ‘I can’t offer you anything, Rose. In fact, I—’

‘But you can!’ she said with shining eyes. ‘You have!’

I laughed uneasily. ‘I can hardly expect you to be content with meetings in a tent!’

‘I don’t mind,’ she said truthfully. ‘I think it’s romantic. And I did so long for romance when I was alone with no one to talk to.’

I was touched again by her simplicity, confused by her unexpected willingness.

‘Could you meet me again tomorrow – here – like this?’

‘Oh yes – please, yes.’

‘Rose …’ I kissed her again. Somewhere far away in the back of my mind common-sense stirred and was still. ‘I suppose,’ I said idly as an afterthought, ‘I suppose it’s … convenient? I mean, you’re sure, of course, that it’s the right time of the month?’

She blushed scarlet at such an indelicate inquiry and looked away at once. ‘Yes,’ I heard her whisper.

It did not occur to me until it was too late that she had completely misunderstood the question.
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I stayed seven days in St Ives. After the third day I wrote to my father to tell him my intention of prolonging the visit, and on the seventh day, so that I would not be obliged to lie to him later, I called at Menherion Castle to see my friend Russell St Enedoc and his family. I was penniless. I had just enough money to pay my bill at the inn and I knew I would not be able to return to St Ives again until I received my next quarter’s allowance on the thirtieth of September, a date still more than a month away. However, I left Rose with the promise that I would write, and set off at last along the road to Morvah.

I did mean to write. But when I returned to my father’s house sanity reclaimed me, and I began to be appalled by what I had done. To treat a whore like a whore was one thing; to treat a well-bred innocent girl like a whore was quite another. The memory of Rose became an embarrassment to me. I knew it would be the height of stupidity to continue the relationship and hoped that she would not be too unhappy if I didn’t write, but, I told myself firmly, I had to be cruel in order to be kind. It would be better for her as well as for me if she never saw me again.

In an effort to turn my back on such a disgraceful episode I tried to pick up the threads of my old life and spent time seeing Michael Vincent, lunching at the rectory and making sporadic, largely unsuccessful efforts to work on my thesis. I would have tried my hand at gambling again to recoup the money I had spent in St Ives, but I was already living on borrowed money from my father and I was too afraid of losing it and having to ask him for more. Besides, perhaps fortunately, my card-playing companions were all otherwise engaged at that time; three or four of them, including Roger Waymark, were away in London, and Justin Carnforth was busy entertaining my cousin Harry Penmar, who had become formally engaged to Carnforth’s plain but wealthy sister. Soon I was deprived even of Michael Vincent’s company, for Clarissa had decided to amuse herself by taking an interest in him and the poor fool was for ever rushing over to Penmarric to dance attendance on her. No doubt Miriam Barnwell was full of scorn for him in consequence, but she had become unwell at the time that Harry had announced his engagement to Miss Carnforth, and I had not seen her either for several days despite my weekly visits with my father to the rectory at Zillan.

At first I was glad to have no diversions and thought that at last I might steel myself to do some serious writing, but the will to tackle the thesis still eluded me, and instead, in order to pass the time, I began to write my autobiography (the original draft of this later manuscript). However, this frivolous literary venture was hardly the practice I needed for my intellectual excursions as a historian, and to make matters worse I could not concentrate on the task for more than half an hour at a time. I was continually thinking of Janna, and as the weeks passed I found I was also, much against my will, thinking of Rose.

The scene which haunted me most was the one in which I had carelessly inquired, ‘You’re sure, of course, that it’s the right time of the month?’ and had accepted unquestioningly her embarrassed murmur of assent. An unpleasant chill tiptoed down my spine whenever I recalled the conversation. What did girls such as Rose know of counting days and making sordid calculations? Supposing she had misunderstood? I now saw it was more likely that she had misinterpreted my question and had thought I was referring to that other time of the month, the unmentionable time that no lady would ever discuss with a member of the opposite sex.

Her letter appealing to me for help came on the day after my twenty-first birthday in late September. I had celebrated my coming of age quietly, drinking champagne with my father, who had given me a handsome gold watch and Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, and having decided to mark the occasion with greater festivities once we had both returned to Gweek for the winter, I was well content to spend an uneventful day at Morvah in my father’s company. We discussed my thesis at length, and after he had confessed that he was much impressed by my approach I went to bed with his praises ringing in my ears.

It was a pity my happiness was so short-lived. Within twenty-four hours I was again facing Rose in St Ives.
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She came to the inn to see me. I had already called at the house where she lived and had been informed by Mrs Treen that Rose was then indisposed but would be pleased to take tea with me on the morrow, and afterwards, trying not to remember Mrs Treen’s pleasure at the apparent revival of Rose’s flagging romance, I spent at least two hours walking around the town and dwelling on my predicament.

At last when I finally dragged myself back to the inn I found Rose waiting for me in the hall.

I braced myself, expecting her to burst into tears and dash into my arms in an embarrassing manner, but she did not. I think it was then that I first glimpsed her unexpected strength of character. A spark of admiration flared in my mind briefly and was gone.

‘Rose!’ I exclaimed. ‘How did you manage to come here at this hour?’

‘Mrs Treen thinks I’m taking an early night. I asked not to be disturbed and then slipped out by the back stairs when everyone was at dinner. I remembered that you stayed here last time.’ We stood facing each other. Her face was white and there were violet circles beneath her eyes. She looked fragile, delicate and unhappy. ‘It was good of you to come,’ she said at last.

‘I came as quickly as I could.’ I offered her dinner, but she was not hungry, so I suggested we withdrew to my room in order to gain some privacy. She shrank from the suggestion, looking around her desperately as if she were afraid someone was watching, but eventually she agreed to go upstairs with me. In my room we sat down together on the edge of the bed and presently I took her hand and held it.

‘Now, Rose …’ I knew exactly what I was going to say. I had rehearsed the interview twenty times throughout my long ride from Morvah and had made up my mind exactly what was to be done, so I started out by speaking with a confidence that was intended to reassure her. ‘The first thing we must do,’ I said briskly, ‘is see a doctor. There must be a proper diagnosis. Then if the worst is true you can leave all the arrangements to me. I’ll take care of you. I’m not rich – in fact I have virtually no money at present – but I do have expectations and I believe I know how I can obtain the money I need. Once I have the money I’ll write a letter to you on my mother’s notepaper – by a stroke of luck I still have a sheet or two of her stationery in my writing-case – and pretend that my mother is offering you a post in London. You can show the letter to Mrs Treen and I don’t think she’ll question it. That’ll give you the excuse to leave St Ives. Now, while you’re waiting I think it would be best if you lived in Penzance – at least so long as I’m at Morvah; if I have to return to Gweek I can arrange for you to move to Helston. However, Penzance is best at present since it’s near enough to Morvah to enable me to visit you every week to see that all’s well. I’ll rent some rooms for you there, and I’ll pay the doctor and the midwife and the rent and all the other expenses. There’s no need for you to worry, you see. You can wear a wedding ring and be known as Mrs Parrish, a widow, and no one will ever guess the truth. After it’s all over, you can have the baby adopted. There are plenty of well-to-do childless couples—’

‘No,’ she said.

There was a silence. As I caught my breath I saw a tear trickle silently down her cheek. ‘But, Rose—’

‘No,’ she said and set her gentle mouth in a stubborn line. ‘I couldn’t. I couldn’t give away my own baby. It would break my heart.’

I was silenced. I did not know what to do. I had not considered this possibility at all.

‘I won’t ask you for help after he’s born,’ she said. ‘I’ll manage somehow. But I won’t give him away.’

‘But, Rose, I don’t see how I can support—’

‘I’ve said I won’t ask you for help.’

‘But of course I must help you!’ I felt trapped and angry. ‘But don’t you think you’re being selfish? Don’t you think well-to-do foster-parents would give him more of a start in life than—’

‘No,’ she said, ‘I’m his own mother and I shall love him and no child can have a better start in life than love. You’re the one who’s being selfish.’

I stood abruptly. ‘I’m merely trying to be practical and constructive and do what’s best for us both! Da—’ I checked the profanity just in time – ‘dash it, Rose, if you keep the child you may never get married! At least as an unattached woman you would have more chance to—’

‘If I can’t marry you I don’t want to marry anyone.’

I was silenced again. ‘But I …’ Words failed me. At last I managed to stammer, ‘But I can’t marry you, Rose! I can’t!’

‘Yes, you explained,’ she said. ‘You have no money.’ She hesitated before adding rapidly, not looking at me, ‘But if you have expectations … perhaps later …’

‘It’s not just the question of money.’ Guilt made me confess a truth which I had always intended to keep from her. ‘You see, there’s this other woman …’

She put her hands over her ears. ‘I don’t want to hear.’

‘But …’

She let her hands fall. ‘If there was someone else, why did you pay attention to me that week when you came to St Ives?’

‘It was wrong of me—’

‘So you never cared. Not even then.’

‘Yes, I did – I did in a way … I am fond of you, Rose, but—’

‘Are you and she – as we were in the bathing tent?’

‘No.’

She looked wretched. As I stared at her in misery she tried to speak but the words would not come. At last she managed to say unevenly, ‘I shouldn’t have consented … in the bathing tent … but I loved you so much I scarcely knew what was happening until – oh, how foolish you must think me, how foolish and ignorant and contemptible!’

‘It wasn’t your fault, Rose. Of course any decent well-brought-up girl should be ignorant of such things. That goes without saying. The fault was mine, and why you should even want to marry me after I’ve treated you so shamefully—’

‘I love you,’ she said simply.

‘You can’t possibly!’

‘I do, I can’t help it.’ Her eyes were bright with tears again. ‘I’ve never met anyone like you before. You’re so different, Mark, from the young men I used to know in Devon. You’re so clever, so full of energy and – and purpose … even to be with you is exciting and novel. You cannot conceive how much those few days we spent together meant to me. They were the most wonderful days of my whole life.’

I was scarlet with embarrassment, speechless with remorse.

‘Don’t be angry with me, Mark. Please.’

‘I’m not angry with you, Rose,’ I said. ‘I’m not.’ I felt so consumed with shame that I could hardly bear to stay in the same room with her. ‘But I’m plain!’ I said angrily, wanting her to hate me, wanting her contempt, wanting anything that would take the edge from my enormous sense of guilt. ‘I’m ugly! I’m too stout! I’m not even attractive! How can I seem exciting to you?’

She stared, her cheeks wet with tears, her lips trembling, but in spite of her grief I saw a faint smile hover at the corner of her mouth. ‘Oh?’ she said. ‘I never noticed. I always thought your looks were so striking. I never thought you were plain.’

I opened the window and leaned out over the sill. The fresh air cooled my face. Gulls wheeled over the harbour far below and soared effortlessly into the sky above the narrow alleys of the town

Her hand touched my arm. ‘Mark, I should go before Mrs Treen discovers I’m missing. Oh, Mark, forgive me for being sad and cross. I am so very grateful to you for coming to help me like this.’

And after that there was nothing else I could do but say that I was sorry, too, if I had spoken harshly or been unkind.

When I had escorted her back to the Treens’ house I stopped at the gates of the drive to kiss her goodnight. ‘Remember that there’s no need for you to worry,’ I said, for the last time that evening. ‘I promise I’ll look after you. You mustn’t worry any more.’

She smiled as well as she could. Her face was by this time pinched with exhaustion, but even as I opened my mouth to express my concern she turned away from me without another word and walked on alone up the drive to the house.
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The doctor eventually decided that she was pregnant. Moving ahead at once with the plans I had made earlier, I paved the way for Rose’s withdrawal from St Ives by forging the necessary letter from my mother and sent it to Rose with a suitably bland note to say that she might wish to show the letter to Mrs Treen. After that I turned my attentions away from St Ives and rode into Penzance to confide my troubles to Michael Vincent.

He looked pale, as if he had spent long hours working at some unrewarding task. His grey eyes were bloodshot, and I noticed for the first time that his hair was already thinning at the temples.

‘How are you?’ I said perfunctorily. ‘I haven’t seen you for a long time. How’s Clarissa?’

He shrugged. ‘I haven’t been at Penmarric lately.’

So that was it. Clarissa had become bored with toying with the affections of an impecunious provincial lawyer and had turned her attentions elsewhere. I felt sorry for him. After making arrangements to lunch with him I left him to his business and did not see him again until we met two hours later at the tavern we frequented.

Once we were seated I embarked on the difficult task of seeking his advice after providing him with the minimum of explanation. Knowing he was well acquainted with Penzance, I asked if he could advise me where to look to find respectable but reasonably priced rooms for Rose, and as I had anticipated he was able to make several helpful suggestions. However, his curiosity was finally aroused and I felt obliged to tell him that I required the rooms for a friend of mine who had had the misfortune to succumb to a certain feminine condition.

He stared at me round-eyed. ‘Good God,’ he muttered at last, ‘you Penmars are a fast crowd, I must say. We had to pay off one of Harry’s mistresses the other day. She had heard of his engagement to Judith Carnforth and was trying to make trouble.’

‘My name is not Penmar,’ I said, much too sharply. ‘It’s Castallack. And Harry isn’t related to me by blood at all. He’s the adopted son of Giles, his nephew by marriage.’

‘Yes, I know. I—’

‘And frankly, Vincent, if you’ll forgive me saying so, you had no business to tell me that story about paying off one of Harry’s mistresses. I thought lawyers were supposed to hold that sort of thing in confidence.’

‘Yes – yes, I’m sorry. You’re absolutely right.’ He looked haggard. ‘I’m afraid I’m rather embittered about the Penmars at the moment. You mustn’t listen to me. But, Castallack, what kind of woman is this – this friend of yours? How did it happen? What the devil are you going to do if your father finds out?’

‘He won’t find out because you’re the only person I intend to tell.’ The very thought that my father might discover my affair with Rose was enough to make me feel stiff with fright. I told Vincent as little as possible, but he was still shocked to the core. It was clear he thought I should marry Rose to put matters right and disapproved of the fact that I took the practical and not the gentlemanly point of view.

After lunch I walked back to his office with him. It was a grey day at the end of September and the smell of boats and fish floated up towards us from the harbour. Close at hand the clock of the church on the hill was pointing its hands to two o’clock, and I was just about to bid Vincent good-bye when there was a stormy clatter of horse’s hoofs behind us, and, swinging around, we saw Justin Carnforth rein to a halt as he shouted a greeting in our direction.
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