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For
HELEN




NOTE


THIS story is a retelling of the legend of St. Michael’s Chapel at Torquay. Built in the thirteenth century it was in existence until not so many years ago, and until the beginning of the nineteenth century any foreign vessels dropping anchor in Torbay, and possessing Roman Catholic crews, sent them on pilgrimage to the Chapel. The legend as it has come down to us is as Dr. Crane tells it in Book I, Chapter X, its elaboration is my own invention; though the story has come to me so vividly from this bit of country where I live that I have hard work to believe it is not true.


The village where Stella lives is now called Marldon, derived from Mergheldon, the Hill where the Gentians grow, and as I have been guilty of taking some liberties with it I have called it Gentian Hill. I have given it a Vicar at a time when it did not possess one, but was served from the parish church of Paignton. The Chaplain of Torre Abbey is also an imaginary character. Weekaborough Farm is an invention, though I have imagined it standing roughly where Lower Westerland Farm is now.


It is quite true that a living child, clasped in her dead mother’s arms, was taken from the water after the wreck of the Amphion. The wreck of the Venerable is also historical. The tower room at Cockington was at this date as I have described it and was probably at one time used as a priest’s hiding-place.




BOOK I


THE FARM




CHAPTER 1


I


ON a clear August evening, borne upon the light breath of a fair wind, the fleet was entering Torbay. The sight was so lovely that the men and women in the fishing villages grouped about the bay gazed in wonder, and stilled the busyness of their lives for a moment to stand and watch, shielding their eyes with their hands, trying each in their own way, consciously or unconsciously, to imprint this picture upon their memories so deeply that it should be for them a treasure while life should last.


Since England had been at war with Napoleonic France the fleet was often in Torbay. Admiral Hardy in the Victory had known the bay well. Admiral Rodney had sailed from Torbay to the Battle of the Saints. Three times in one year the Earl of St. Vincent had anchored in the bay; and Nelson had visited him here. Yet none of these stately comings and goings had had quite the unearthly beauty of this quiet unobtrusive arrival of two ships of the line and four frigates, just at the penultimate moment of the most glorious sunset of the year.


The last light of the sun was streaming over the rampart of green hills to the west, brimming the leafy valleys with liquid gold, then emptying itself in a sort of abandonment of glory into the vast domed space of sky and sea beyond. There were ripples on the water, and a fragile pattern of cirrus clouds above, and these caught the light in vivid points of fire that were delicate as filigree upon the fine metal of the gold-washed sea and sky. There was no sound anywhere. Voices were stilled upon sea and shore and the white gulls with their gold-tipped wings floated silently. The half-moons of golden water, swung and withdrawn so rhythmically by the ebbing tide, creamed soundlessly upon the golden sand, and the tiny sound of the ripples lapping against the jetties and the hulls of fishing boats was lost in the great silence. Into this vast peace, this clear light, sailed the great ships, and for the one unforgettable moment seemed to gather beauty to them as the sun gathers the dew.


Each oak hull, so cumbrous yet so beautiful in motion, was aglow from the ruddy gleam of the copper sheathing just above the waterline to the lemon yellow of the lower gun decks. The painted poops, the gilded stern works and figureheads, the glazed cabin ports, winked and sparkled, yet the bright hulls were almost eclipsed by the soaring beauty of the raking masts, and the swell of the great sails that caught the gold light in their curves as delicately as flowers do, yet had so terrible a strength. Flags fluttered from each foremast, mainmast and mizzen, and in the wake of each ship the white foam shone like snow.


The moment passed, the streaming light was withdrawn behind the hills, the colours flared for a final moment of glory, then dimmed. Gently, with slight headway on, the great ships passed each to her anchorage and were presently at rest. Evening fell, there were lights here and there upon the ships, scattered lights on the shore, faint lights in the sky, and still the silence was unbroken and the peace profound. Those on shore saw phantom ships upon the sea now, and those on board saw phantom white villages gleaming along the shore, and after the habit of human kind each man yearned to be where the other was, and saw in the place where he was not his heart’s desire.


Mr. Midshipman Anthony Louis Mary O’Connell, on board the leading frigate, was no exception to the rule. At the moment he was enduring the punishment meted out to midshipmen who sleep on watch. He was lashed in the weather rigging, his arms and legs widely stretched, his head burning, his body shivering from the bucketful of cold water that had been emptied over him, every nerve in him stretched to what felt like breaking point, and in his heart black rebellion, fury and despair. For he had been treated with the most shocking injustice. Spread-eagling was the correct punishment for the offence he had committed, and he would have endured it with stoicism had there not been added to it the “grampussing,” the sousing with a bucket of cold water; for that, though also a recognised punishment for falling asleep upon watch, was not meant to be employed in conjunction with the other. Either spread-eagling, or grampussing, but not both, was the rule of the navy. But upon this ship there was no justice. It was a bad ship. There were not many bad ships in the British navy, but there were some, and this was one of them. In fact, in the opinion of Mr. Midshipman O’Connell, it was not a ship at all but the deepest pit of hell. It had the devil for captain, fiends for officers and an army of rats for seamen. He tried to ease his position a little and a pain like red-hot fire shot up his spine into the back of his head. He groaned and cursed softly but fluently. He had been in the navy for exactly eight weeks and in all the misery of those weeks he counted only one thing upon the credit side; he had learnt a vocabulary which for richness, flexibility, scope and power surpassed anything hitherto dreamed of by him. He had always liked words and they were now the only comfort that he had.


Nothing in the fifteen years of Anthony Louis Mary O’Connell’s life until he entered the navy had prepared him for the hell he had had to endure these last two months. He had been brought up in the cultured and queenly city of Bath by an aristocratic and autocratic Irish grandmother, a devout Catholic, a lady of impeccable taste, not wealthy but moving in a society where a fashionable wig was held of no account if the mind beneath it was mediocre, and where the dinner guest with a violin under his arm was more welcome than one with a pocketful of gold. Lady O’Connell had known Dr. Johnson. She had drunk a dish of tea with Mrs. Delany and been on terms of intimate friendship with Fanny Burney. Anthony, the only child of her only child, another Anthony who had married a French wife, lived with her in France and died with her at the beginning of the Terror, was to Lady O’Connell the reason for existence. It was the very intensity of her devotion that had made her give him a softness of upbringing that was about the cruellest thing she could have given him. He was like his father; sensitive, clever and highly impressionable. The elder Anthony had been sent to Harrow, fallen under the influence of a brilliant agnostic master and lost his Catholic faith. He had gone to Oxford and developed so fine a palate for expensive wines and so passionate a devotion to the cards that the competency left him by his dead father melted into thin air almost at once. Sent upon the Grand Tour by an obliging uncle he had lost his heart to a French girl, deserted his mother and her country for his wife and her country, and eventually, by a foolhardy act of courage had quite unnecessarily lost his life. When his baby son was brought to Lady O’Connell by royalist refugees she vowed that nothing of this should happen to the second Anthony. The evil influences of school and university should not be allowed to touch him. She had him educated at home by private tutors and she watched every friendship, every contact, with a jealous eye, and smashed it as soon as she fancied any danger in it. In some ways Anthony’s education was not altogether disastrous, for he was well taught, he had an eager mind and was not lazy, and so managed to learn a good deal without the stimulus of competition. He was musical, and his grandmother’s friends were men and women from whom it was possible to catch much loveliness of mind and manners … But nothing at all in his early training fitted him in the very least for what befell him when Lady O’Connell died.


She had visualised all the dangers she could possibly think of for Anthony except that one danger of her own death before he had reached maturity. She was a healthy woman, and never thought of death. She had imagined she would live till ninety, like her mother before her. Instead she had died suddenly at the age of seventy, and the guardianship of Anthony had devolved upon her nephew by marriage, Captain Rupert O’Connell, the son of the obliging uncle who had sent the elder Anthony upon the Grand Tour, a man whom she had set eyes upon only once or twice in her life.


To do Captain O’Connell justice he did the best that he could for the almost penniless Anthony. He took him on board his own ship and made a midshipman of him, thereby putting him in a fair way to earn his livelihood, with eventual promotion and honour if he had it in him to attain to them. Having thus established Anthony he took no further notice of him; though in that perhaps he was wise, for any show of favouritism would only have made the boy’s lot more wretched than ever.


And his lot was so wretched that it could hardly have been worse. Persecution was the fate of any greenhorn of a newly joined midshipman, but the fact that Anthony was the cousin of a hated captain was a good excuse for giving him an extra dose; the brutalities of the captain could be revenged on Anthony. And then there was his seasickness, which he could not manage to surmount. And there was the ridiculous array of his Christian names, including the Mary that was borne by all the Catholic O’Connells in honour of Our Lady; he had tried in vain to keep them hidden. And there was the rosary that he had been taught to wear always round his neck, and stubbornly refused to abandon; not that it had really meant anything to him until now, but he was damned if he was going to take it off and chuck it overboard because of the taunts of a handful of dirty-mouthed, hard-fisted brutes who had no conception at all of the obligations of gentlemen to the traditions of their race.


And lastly there was the misfortune of his age. Had he been younger he would have been one of the “younkers,” little boys of eleven and upwards who slung their hammocks in the gun room, messed by themselves with the gunner to cater for them and keep their clothes in order, were taught by a schoolmaster or the chaplain and enjoyed a certain amount of shelter and protection. But he was just too old to be a “younker,” he was the youngest of the “oldsters” and must mess and sleep with the senior midshipmen and the masters’ mates in a pestilential den below the waterline, in the after-cockpit. The things that he saw, heard and endured in the after-cockpit were enough to turn the reason of a boy to whom vice and brutality had until now been nothing but names whose exact meaning he had not bothered about. Yet he endured somehow. There was a stubbornness in him that he had not known that he possessed, and was thankful to discover; for he knew that he was not naturally courageous. He held on to decency as a drowning man holds to a spar, and vowed that he would while he could. When he couldn’t, what then? But he did not consider that question often, for what happens when a man can no longer endure is not that man’s responsibility. It would have been easier if he could have got some proper sleep, something better than the feverish snatches that were all that the din and stench of the after-cockpit allowed. He had slept on watch at last; and so here he was lashed in the weather rigging.


The punishment lasted for two hours; but he could swear that he had been here for four. The pain in his back and head was such that he shut his eyes lest he should be sick; he had discovered that you were less likely to be sick if you didn’t watch the motion of the ship. He lost consciousness for a moment or two perhaps, and returned from it to that state of semi-nightmare with which he was now so familiar, in which the horrors he had seen passed and re-passed against the darkness of his closed eyelids. The day the whole ship’s company had been lined up to see a poor fellow flogged at the gangway; and he had died. The wretched sailors racing mast against mast when sail had to be made or shortened, with the captain cursing at them from below because the best they could do was not good enough; and then the flogging of the last man down. The day when one man, in terror of the flogging, lost his footing and fell. These pictures, actually seen, and others that were painted for him by his too active imagination. He had not yet been in action and shrank from it with dread. He thought he would show himself then for what he was, a coward. He imagined and pictured all the ways in which he might be put to the test, and fail. All his life he had been afraid of so many things, of noise and pain, of death, above all of being shut up or imprisoned in any way. It was partly his claustrophobia that made him hate life at sea so much. The ship was like a prison and the after-cockpit a prison cell … One could not get out … And this was his life, now, for ever, this imprisonment and fear and pain. Much better to die. Open your eyes, you fool, don’t look any more … But he couldn’t. They seemed stuck … Open them, you fool. Better be sick than watch any more.


With a struggle Mr. Midshipman O’Connell opened his eyes, gazed, blinked, caught his breath and gazed again. Drowned in his misery he had not known that the ship had entered the bay. He had opened his eyes just at that moment when men on shore, looking out to sea, had seen the ships caught up in that golden moment of perfection; he, looking towards the land, saw a scene that he would not forget while memory remained to him.


He saw the hills sweeping around the bay and the wooded valleys brimming with gold. He saw the sheeted gold of the sky behind the hills and the streaming light. And just opposite him he saw a fishing village built beyond the golden water in a green cup in the hills; a small place, peaceful and perfect. He supposed this was the village they called Torquay. Beyond a half moon of sand was a green field, then a low stone wall. Behind the wall half a dozen white-walled cottages stood in gardens full of flowers, the smoke curling lazily up from their chimneys. To the right of the cottages a stream flowed beneath a low stone bridge, crossed the meadow and lost itself in the sea. Anthony guessed that the white-walled house next to the bridge was an inn, for he could just make out the swinging signboard. Just beyond the bridge and the inn, to the right, was the slipway of a ship-building yard, and then the harbour with a row of neat little houses beyond it. There were a few fishing boats and one larger ship anchored in the harbour and around and over them the gulls were wheeling.


Anthony stared, his eyes aching, his heart beating. Would they be allowed to land? He knew that except in exceptional circumstances sailors were not allowed to go ashore when a ship dropped anchor in harbour; the risk of desertion was too great. But he was a midshipman, an officer. Surely the officers would be allowed shore leave. He began to imagine to himself what it would be like … He was in the liberty boat, gliding nearer and nearer to that loveliness. He was climbing up the flight of steps against the harbour wall. He was on firm land again, free at last of seasickness. He was crossing the bridge, drinking a glass of milk at the inn, walking in one of the flower-filled gardens. He was following the stream up into the wooded valley behind the village, where it was cool and quiet, following the stream to the house up there, the old thatched house overgrown with ivy, in a valley musical with the sound of running water, with the purple hill behind it, and inside—


A sharp pain shot through his right thigh. It was only a good-natured slap dealt him by the young lieutenant who had come to take him down, and who was unfastening the ropes round his legs, but it happened to light on one of the many bruises with which his body was covered. “Come along down, Mary my girl, you’ve had your two hours.”


“Sir!” gasped Anthony. “Will we go ashore—I mean—the officers?”


“Damn your eyes, and who may you mean by the officers? Not you, Mary. Not little girls who sleep on watch. And next time you start nodding you know what it will mean—laid on a gun and given a dozen with the colt.”


The lieutenant assisted Mr. Midshipman O’Connell from the rigging, dropped him, not unkindly, face downward on the deck and departed on his own affairs. Mr. Midshipman O’Connell stayed where he was for a while, sick and dizzy. He heard eight bells ringing and knew he had missed supper, but the state of his inside being what it was, and the ship’s food being what it was, he did not feel this to be a disaster. But he badly wanted a drink. There was drinking water down in the after-cockpit—if he could get there. Eight bells. He had to turn in now, until midnight, when he had the middle watch. It was hell in the cockpit but there was water there—grog too if he was lucky—and if they let him alone he could lie still in his hammock. He dragged himself to his hands and knees and crawled a little way, then pulled himself to his feet with the help of a handy stancheon, and at last got down to the orlop deck and along to the after-cockpit and the midshipmen’s mess.


The dingy place was not more than five feet high and twelve feet square and into this space was crowded a table, used by the midshipmen for their meals and by the surgeon as an operating table when the ship went into action, the midshipmen’s chests, their hammocks and themselves. The reek of the bilges below, mixed with the smell of rancid butter and putrid cheese from the purser’s storeroom nearby, was horrible, and coming into it Anthony wondered dully, as always, how he would endure it for four mortal hours. But the noise was worse, for the elder gentlemen were getting round the table for their nightly rum-drinking and the younger ones were tumbling into their hammocks. Anthony’s entry was the signal for the usual jeers and catcalls, but apart from that he was not tormented tonight; brutal though the population of the after-cockpit might be on this ship they knew when a man had had enough. No one helped him sling his hammock, or got him a drink, and his struggle to do these things for himself was the subject of much merriment; but when he had accomplished them he was let alone to sleep if he could.


And astonishingly, in spite of his aching limbs and splitting head, after an hour or so of misery he dropped into a queer, feverish sort of sleep; awakening from it suddenly to find himself in the most peculiar state of mind.


A grown-up would have recognised it as a subtle form of temptation, very apt to attack one during a wakeful hour of the night, when vitality is at its lowest. Because it suddenly seems impossible to go on, values are abruptly turned upside down. To endure, that perhaps a mere half hour before was the right and obvious thing to do, is now presented to the mind as simply ridiculous; escape, that would have seemed despicable a little while ago, now seems to be the only sane course of action. The experienced man knows that it is not impossible to go on because one thinks it is, that you can always go on in some manner while the power of choice remains. This sudden reversal of the values is a temptation to pre-ordain the moment when a man can no longer make his choice and his responsibility for what happens next must be laid down. Faced with it the experienced man once more chooses to come to grips with the impossible and finds it possible.


But Anthony was not experienced and to him it seemed perfectly simple. He was not aware of any temptation. His mind was absolutely clear. He had endured as long as he could and now he was going to get out.


II


Five minutes later, before any doubts had had time to obtrude themselves, the middle watch was called and he fell out of his hammock, fully dressed as he had dropped into it, and staggered up on deck. It was a still night, and a slight sea mist had crept up after sunset, so that he could tell the whereabouts of Torquay only by the gleam of lights still burning in the inn, and the harbour lanterns. No more perfect night for escape could have presented itself; the dim glimmer of light was sufficient to guide him but his body in the water would not be seen. He knew exactly what he was going to do. His mind had that extraordinary lucidness that comes sometimes at the peak of fatigue, just before bewilderment comes down like a woolly blanket and smothers thought. The middle watch, with the ship at anchor in home waters in fine weather, was a routine affair. The officer of the watch on the poop, the sentries and helmsman at their appointed places, were peacefully inattentive. As they were at anchor, with no danger threatening, the boatswain’s mates who usually walked round with their starters to tickle up any man who looked like falling asleep, were absent. There was no sound but the lap of the water against the ship’s side and the occasional cry of “All’s well” from a sentry. Anthony, with another midshipman, kept watch upon the forecastle.


He waited patiently, alert and attentive to his duty, until the very last hour of the watch when vigilance was relaxed to the minimum and he found himself with no eye upon him. He took off his short dark blue coat with its brass buttons, his nankeen waistcoat and black silk neck-handkerchief, and stowed them in a corner with his three-cornered hat and his dirk. Then wearing nothing but trousers and frilled white linen shirt, his thin heelless black shoes stuck in his pockets, he crept down the main hatchway to the deck below, and down again to the lower gun deck. It was such perfect weather that the gun-ports were open and he was so thin that it was not hard to slip through one of them, cling by his fingers for a moment, then let go.


He had thought that he had so short a distance to fall that there would not be much splash, but the noise he made seemed to burst in his ears like the explosion of a carronade. Yet when he came up choking with sea water and panic he heard no shouts behind him and guessed that if anyone had heard the splash they had thought it was the cook chucking out rubbish, for work in the galley started round about four o’clock. Reassured he struck out instantly for the shore, guided by the glimmer of the harbour lanterns. He was a good swimmer and he had not thought it would be difficult, yet now he had his second moment of panic, for his stiff aching limbs were like lead. Then the panic passed; drowning or that village, it did not really matter which; either was escape.


He got there and clung more dead than alive to an iron ring in the harbour wall, beside a flight of steps. Then somehow he got on the steps and crawled up them. Though it was still dark he remembered the lie of the land from his vision of the village the evening before, and he made his way along the harbour to the shipbuilding yard. There in the lee of a half-built fishing smack he wrung the water out of his trousers and shirt as well as he could, put on his soaking shoes and lay down to wait for dawn.


It came quite soon, with its inevitable quickening and reassurance, and that interpenetration of light and sound and scent by each other that one seems to notice only in moments of deep peace. The crying of the awakening gulls, the soft slap of the sea against the harbour wall, the running of the stream, the sound of an opening door and a voice singing, a church clock striking the hour, made a music that was a part of the growing pearly light. There was a faint scent of seaweed, of baking bread, and that indescribable fresh smell of the dawn compounded of dew-drenched flowers, wood-smoke and wet fields. That too was a part of the music and the light, and all of them together were like a personal presence coming to him, and wrapping itself about him like a cloak, so that for a few moments he ceased to be aware of the shivering of his body and felt a glow all through him, the warmth of a fresh beginning and a new day.


It passed and he was shivering again, but the reassurance remained. He came cautiously out into the open and looked about him. The whole world, now, was sparkling with clear light, and he had to shield his eyes against the dazzle of the sun rising like a ball of fire out of the sea. His Majesty’s ships, resting in painted glory upon the sparkling water, looked unearthly in beauty; who could have guessed that their loveliness held such misery? His reassurance was suddenly shattered, for they seemed to be all eyes, searching for him. He looked quickly away from them to the white cottages in their flower-filled gardens, the stream slipping like a silver ribbon under the stone bridge and across the field, the green hills and the wooded valleys. He saw now that the valley up which he had imagined himself walking, following the stream, was not unpopulated. There were white houses of a most genteel appearance among the trees. He realised that this was a bigger place than he had thought; almost the beginning of a fashionable watering place. He would not dare go up among those formal houses in search of his ivy-covered one, for they looked just the sort of homes that might contain naval officers on leave, and bedraggled though they were his midshipman’s frilled shirt and nankeen trousers were perfectly recognisable to a knowledgeable eye; and the floggings delivered to captured deserters had been known to kill them. Somehow he must get food, but he would beg it from poor folk who, if they recognised him, would be less likely to give him away.


Smoke was curling up now from the chimney of the inn, and it was from its open doorway that there floated the delicious smell of baking bread, and the sound of a man’s voice singing, very beautifully, to the music of a guitar. It was not an English voice. He guessed there must be a foreign seaman there, and looking round he was not surprised to see a small Portuguese privateer anchored among the English fishing boats. These little piratical ships of the allies nosed their way about the world in an extraordinary way, and this one, judging by her battered appearance, had had some rough handling from storms or the enemy, and had put into harbour to refit. Sailors in a foreign port were notoriously open-handed; they’d share their breakfast with him. It seemed crazy, perhaps, not to get right away from the village before he tried to get food, but without something to eat he knew he’d not get anywhere.


The cob-walled, whitewashed inn stood in its gay garden just beyond the stone bridge, and the swinging sign proclaimed it “The Bird in Hand” by a motto painted on the board.




“A bird in hand is better far


Than two birds in the bushes are.”





Dizzy and sick, with such a singing in his ears that he could scarcely hear the music of the guitar, Anthony leaned in the doorway and looked in. Half a dozen bronzed seamen, gold rings in their ears, bright handkerchiefs bound round their heads, were sitting about the table munching bread and bacon, washing it down with copious draughts of ale. The singer, a young man, had finished eating but wetted his whistle between each song. Their shirts were clean, their faces shaved, and they seemed in high good humour. The kitchen had a sanded floor and brightly burning fire, and a fresh-faced woman was busy about her morning’s work as though she liked it. There was an air of warm festivity about the scene, the invitation and friendliness of a great occasion, and letting go of the door jamb Anthony fell plop into it as a gasping fish falls off the gunwale of a boat into the reviving water.


When he came to himself again he was lying on the settle by the fire, the woman bending over him with a glass in her hand. “Drink it up, love,” she advised him, and clinked the glass against his teeth. He gulped down the fiery stuff and presently sat up and rubbed his knuckles in his eyes, smiling sheepishly. “Soaked through and hungry,” diagnosed the woman. “Sit there and dry off, boy, and eat a good breakfast.” She brought him bread and bacon and hot milk and he did as he was told, gratefully aware of the kindly concern of the men about the table and the motherliness of the woman, that were like balm after the brutality of the past weeks.


“One of you?” she enquired of the men. “Been off on the spree by himself? He’s got his heathen beads round his neck, poor lamb.” Anthony’s shirt had come undone and she could see his rosary. Coming to him with another slice of bread she picked it up and dropped it again with kindly contempt. The Portuguese seamen, scarcely understanding her, shook their heads but smiled companionably at Anthony, and he noticed that they were all wearing their rosaries. Apparently this festival, into which he had fallen headlong, was a religious festival. He smiled back as he munched, making himself one with them in whatever it was that they were celebrating.


“It’s a queer thing, how it goes on,” said the woman. “For hundreds of years, now, not a Popish ship comes into Torbay but some of the seamen must be landed to go and do their heathen antics in St. Michael’s chapel. You don’t know why you do it, and neither do we, but so it goes on. Some sort of pilgrimage. They give thanks, they say, but I doubt if they know for what.”


“Escape,” suggested Anthony timidly.


The woman looked at him thoughtfully. “They do say that chapel was built by a sailor who’d been saved from drowning in some storm. But I don’t know the story rightly. Some sort of an old legend. Hundreds of years ago it was and I’ve no time for such nonsense. Have a bite more, boy? You can twist your tongue round a bit of English it seems. What’s your name?”


“Anthony.” He still spoke softly and timidly, and the name was unfamiliar to her.


“Zachary,” she repeated. “Odd, now, to have a good old English name fastened on a poor Popish foreign lad.”


He did not correct her. Zachary, he thought, would be as good a name as another for him to be known by in a new life. Anthony was dead. Now he was Zachary. The men got up, and he got up too, for it seemed that he was one with them in this pilgrimage.


The woman came to the door to show them the way. “Cross the bridge over the Fleete and go along Cane’s Lane,” she said, “and up over the cliff by Ladybird Walk, and then you’ll see Torre church and St. Michael’s chapel. You can’t miss them.”


III


The little party crossed the bridge and made their way along the lane beside the stone wall, past the five white houses standing in their bright gardens. The Portuguese sailors were merry, singing and laughing and chattering to each other. They leaned over the walls of the gardens and picked sprays of tamerisk and fuchsia and stuck them behind their ears. One of them flung a posy to Zachary, who was sticking to them like a forlorn disreputable dog, trying to keep their comforting bulk between himself and the sea; for now that he was out in the open again there had come upon him once more that horror of the eyes of the ships. The food and kindness at the inn had put new strength into him, but he still felt dizzy in the head and heavy about the feet, as though a bushel of mud was clinging round each of his wet shoes, and it was with dismay that he realised that there was no way round under the towering rocky cliff that enclosed Torquay upon the south, they had to climb up over it by the pathway that their hostess had called Ladybird Walk. Yet he still continued to follow the others, for he had no idea in his head now except just to go where they went.


The path climbed steeply upwards, bordered by rocks and gorse bushes, and stunted rowans clinging wherever they could find a foothold of earth. Zachary was too occupied in dragging himself up to look about him as they climbed, but when they reached the summit of the cliff he stopped with the others and sat down on a rock, his head in his hands, to get his breath. All about him he heard guttural exclamations of delight, and presently he stood up and looked about him.


It was incredibly beautiful. He could see the whole glorious stretch of the bay, and the green and wooded hills piled about it, and to the west high peaks of purple moorland, sharp and clear against the sky. Between the bay and the distant moors he could see the rise and fall of hills and valleys patterned with green pastures, harvest fields, copses and orchards, and could guess at the peaceful villages, farms and churches folded among them. He thought with an aching heart of those quiet farms. He knew little of country life; Bath and the misery of the past few weeks was all that he knew; but he thought that if he could only get to one of those farms he would be safe there, and have peace. Some farmer would surely give him work; it couldn’t be difficult to learn to plough, and milk cows, and shear sheep. He would make his way inland he decided, when this pilgrimage was over. He would leave it until later to see if the ivy-covered house really existed.


Then he tore himself away from the thought of the quiet farm where he would find sanctuary and looked down to the scene below them to the south. He could see a beautiful house, with about it what looked like the ruins of some great abbey, surrounded by gardens and orchards, and parkland where deer were feeding, the whole bounded upon the east by a strong sea-wall.


Between the abbey and the cliff-top where they stood were two hills. The one nearest to them was low and green and tree-covered, and among the trees were a few small houses and an old grey church, with sheep feeding in the churchyard. It must have been the bell of this church that Zachary had heard before, for now it tolled out the hour, clear and sweet, the voice of the bell joining itself to the bleating of the full-grown lambs.


The other hill was rocky and precipitous and built upon its summit was the Chapel of St. Michael, the goal of the pilgrimage. Gulls circled about it and it was so old and weatherworn that it looked a part of the rock upon which it towered, and strangely lost in the midst of the peaceful pastoral landscape. It would have looked more at home, Zachary thought, on a rock in the middle of the sea. Yet it was a fitting shrine to have been built by a seaman who had been saved from death in a storm, and a fitting place of pilgrimage for other seamen who were holding their lives in their hands in days of peril. For though one might forget, on this golden August morning, with the painted battleships apparently asleep there on the painted sea, that half the nations of Europe were at war, and England fighting for her life, one remembered it when one looked at that chapel. It had a look of vigilance about it, of endurance. It might have been St. Michael himself, standing with drawn sword to keep watch over this lovely land.


Silently the little company filed down the steep path to the green valley below, skirted the hill where the church stood among its trees, and came to the foot of the limestone precipice up which they must climb to reach the chapel. It was a steep climb, but the feet of many pilgrims had made a path and there were rocks and bushes to give handhold. The thirteenth century building at the top was a strange, bare little shrine. There was no door in the arched entrance, no glass in the narrow windows. The floor was of rough rock and sloped steeply upward from west to east. The walls were three feet thick and the barrel-vaulted roof was composed of small stones. A little of the original plaster clung to roof and walls, and there was a plain piscina in a niche in the south wall, to show that once there had been an altar here, and two empty niches in the north wall, with what looked like a fleur-de-lys carved in the stone between them. The solid little place looked now less like a shrine built by man than a cavity hollowed out of the solid rock by wind and rain as a refuge for all storm-battered creatures. The storm of a few nights past had evidently swept through it, for it was fresh and clean. And it had the compelling power of places that have been used for prayer, and nothing but prayer, for generations.


The seamen filed reverently in through the archway in the north wall and knelt upon the rough rock, giving thanks for whatever deliverance it was that had left their ship so battered but themselves unharmed, and for a little while there was no sound but the click of their beads, the crying of the gulls who circled about the chapel and the beating of their wings. Zachary knelt just inside the door and took off his rosary. His beads slipped through his fingers but his weary mind was a blank, he gave thanks for nothing in particular, prayed for nothing in particular, merely stayed himself upon the fact of the safety of this place. Looking out of the narrow windows he could see only the sky and the gulls; he could not see the ships and their searching eyes could not see him. He was safe from them in this impregnable cell of stone, high up in the sky upon this rocky precipice.


Revelling in this blessed sense of safety he did not go away when the other men did but stayed where he was just inside the doorway, his eyes shut, his beads still slipping through his fingers. “Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners now and at the hour of our death.” The mechanical repetition of the words soothed him, but he was hardly conscious of saying them. The words that he heard seemed to be spoken by the chapel itself, by the rock floor, the stout walls and the stone roof. “The Lord is my fortress, my rock and my defence.” Each stone cried out in triumph, but the triumph had a biting edge, as though the words were cutting into his spirit, so that gradually, as the triumph continued, the pain of his bruised and aching body seemed mysteriously transferred to his soul. What had he done? The question repeated itself, mingling with the voices of the stones, until he faced it. Deserted. Run away. Found refuge in flight instead of in—what? Some impregnable fortress that existed as the core of quiet at the centre of whatever whirlwind of fear or pain. His lips moved, the beads slipped through his fingers and his face was still, but there was a sudden turmoil of defiant shouting in his soul that tried to shout down the mounting accusation of the voices of the silent stones. “I couldn’t do it, I tell you. It was not possible. Flesh and blood could not endure it. I tell you I could not do it.”


But the stones were not silenced, and suddenly the chapel was no longer a place of refuge but the thing that he dreaded most of all, a prison. The walls were closing in on him, coming nearer and nearer. They’d get him in another minute, hold him in their hands of stone, take him prisoner for ever … He must get out! Get out! … He opened his eyes and scrambled to his feet, and then for the first time realised that he was not, as he had thought, alone in the chapel. A white-haired, white-faced man in black was kneeling in prayer before the place where the altar must once have been. He must have been there all the while but Zachary, coming in behind the other seamen, had not seen him. He stood still, breathing fast, his queer panic increased by the sight of that still figure. Then the man turned his head and looked at him. It was a look of infinite kindness but Zachary in his panic did not see the kindness, only the almost stonelike whiteness of the face. It was as though the chapel itself had taken human shape, with hands that would hold him and keep him here. The power of movement returned suddenly to his legs and he bolted out of the door and round the corner, keeping close to the outer wall, for if he detached himself from that for a moment the eyes of the ships would see him. At the landward side of the chapel, where its bulk stood between him and the sea, he leaned against the wall, away from the windows so that the man inside could not see him. He stood there with his limbs shaking and the sweat streaming off him until the normal worldly outlook upon things, which he was accustomed to call sanity, slowly returned to him again.


“Fool!” he said to himself. “Crazy fool! Feverish and crazy. You got away from that damn ship only just in time. Get inland and find that farm. Right inland. It will be safe there.”


He let himself down to the gravel and rested for a little, his eyes upon the coloured lovely distance of the folded hills. It was warm here in the sun and strength came back. Presently he got up and began to climb down the rock.




CHAPTER 2


I


WHEN she was grown-up Stella smiled sometimes when she heard people speculating as to what was their first memory, and seldom able to identify it with certainty. She was in no doubt about her first memory, nor her second, and she knew they had come into her possession on the same day—September the 22nd, 1796, when she was two years old. They were strongly contrasted, and perhaps that was why they had affected her so deeply. The first, though mercifully vague, was none the less dreadful in its terror, and visited her again and again through her childhood, in nightmare or fever, a memory of noise, fire, the grasp of thin arms round her that hurt with the agonising tightness of their grip, then the blackness of water closing over her head. The second was merciful and beneficent; deep silence, starlight shed upon a quiet garden, air that was light and cool upon scorched skin, and then the arms of Mother Sprigg about her, not hard and tight like those other arms but steady and comfortable like Mother Sprigg herself.


“Am I your own girl, Mother?” she asked suddenly when she was ten years old. They were sitting together before the kitchen fire, alone except for the cat Seraphine asleep in her basket with her kittens disposed around her. The candles were lighted and the fire burned brightly, for though it was only the beginning of September the evening was chilly, and Stella was sewing her sampler while Mother Sprigg stitched at her patchwork quilt. It was a fine evening and they had not pulled the curtains, outside the sunset spread a sheet of pure gold behind the beautiful motionless shapes of the old orchard trees, and there was no sound except the whisper of the flames on the hearth, the ticking of the grandfather clock and the soft click of Mother Sprigg’s flying needle against her thimble. Stella’s needle did not fly and so it did not click. It went slowly and laboriously in and out of her sampler, pursuing painfully the bloodstained path of duty, and now and then ceasing work altogether while Stella sucked her finger and then sprang yet another question upon poor Mother Sprigg.


“Bless the child!” she cried now, and dropped the quilt on her lap. Generally she managed to go on stitching while grappling with Stella’s thirst for information, though at times her rosy face puckered with the distress of the intellectual effort, but this question brought her to such a complete full-stop in household activity that Stella gazed at her in round-eyed astonishment. Only once before had the little girl seen her sit like this, quite still, with her plump hands folded upon the work in her lap and her eyes gazing into the fire, and that had been when Father Sprigg had been gored by the bull, and Doctor Crane had sent her out of the bedroom and down to the kitchen to wait for his verdict. It had been a merciful thing, Stella had thought at the time, that father had got better, or mother might have got stuck like that, gazing into the fire, for ever and ever. She had known instinctively then, as children do, that that would always be mother’s way with trouble; not outcry, just stillness. Had she said anything wrong? She stretched out a slim brown hand, the beads of blood on the pricked finger sparkling in the candlelight like tiny rubies, and laid it on the work-hardened fat red hands clasped in Mother Sprigg’s lap. “Mother?” she queried tentatively.


Mother Sprigg gave her head the sudden accomplished jerk which shook her spectacles (required for close work only) from the bridge of her short button nose to a little lower down, and gazed over the top of them at the child on the stool beside her.


“What makes you ask, love?” she whispered. Yet even while she asked, she knew. The child was old enough now to notice the contrasts; the graceful hand lying on her own clumsy one was only one of many.


“I remember that I came from somewhere else to here,” said Stella. “It was quite different.”


“What do you remember, child?” asked Mother Sprigg.


“Noise, a fire and black water, and arms that hurt,” said Stella in a quick whisper, as though anxious to get it over; and then, slowly and with great sweetness she said, “and after that, Mother, it was quiet in the garden, and your arms were comfortable.”


All her life Stella would never be exuberant with her thanks; she would just say what it was that you had done for her and leave it at that; but the fact that she knew exactly what it was would give to her plain statement of fact a remembered value far outweighing all the muddled emotionalism in the world. Quiet and comfort. In years to come Mother Sprigg would recall that she had given that to the child Stella, and would feel again the touch of the slim hand on hers, and remember that there had been more true affection in it than in the hugs and kisses of a more exuberant child. She would know then that she had given Stella, and had called forth in the child, things of worth, and would be glad.


And now her momentary distress passed suddenly in the knowledge that if this question had to come it had come in a good hour. They were alone, and quiet, with the child old enough to be told the truth, yet not old enough, she thought, to feel that distress that only experience of suffering can quicken.


“No, you are not my own girl,” she said. “Though the Lord knows you are as dear to me as though you were. Nearly eight years ago, love, you were brought here as a little thing of two years old. Sitting here before the fire, I was, like I am now, patching a shirt, and feeling a bit anxious because father was not back from Plymouth. “Back at eight o’clock on Wednesday, Martha,” he’d said to me, but the grandfather had struck ten and still I sat there stitching. It was a still night and the strokes of the clock had fallen loud and heavy, like a bell tolling. I was jumpy, I don’t say I wasn’t. There was an invasion scare that year, and every day we were expecting a landing of the French, and every day the troopships were going off from Plymouth with men and guns for Ireland, for they didn’t know where that blackhearted scoundrel Bony would strike, there or here. It was to see Bill his soldier brother set sail on the frigate Amphion that your father had ridden to Plymouth. There was to be a grand farewell party on board and your father had ridden off on the Tuesday before it was light, all in a taking because he’d overslept himself and he feared he’d be too late for the grand doings, and too late he was—by the mercy of God.”


“Why, what happened?” asked Stella.


“The Amphion blew up, love, with the wives and sweethearts and little children of the men all on board. They say a light was dropped by a gunner who was stealing ammunition. A terrible thing it was. Three hundred men and women and children lost their lives, your father’s brother among ’em. Your father, riding through Plymouth, heard the explosion, and when he reached the Hoe they were taking the bodies from the water. Your father, he did what he could, and worked as hard as any. One poor young woman whom he helped to take from the water he never forgot. He said she was beautiful, even in death. A sailor had held her up and kept her from drowning but she’d died while he held her—shock, maybe, or some injury—I don’t know. She wore a green gown and there was a gold locket round her neck, and her arms were locked tight round the body of her child.”


“Me?” whispered Stella.


“Yes … Your father, when he saw you, lost his head. You see, love, we’d had a little girl who’d died at just about the age you were then, the only child we ever had, and your father had grieved over the loss and couldn’t seem to get over it. When he saw you there, and a couple of rough chaps unclasping your dead mother’s arms from about you, he just snatched you away from them and picked you up in his own arms. One of the men said, ‘The child’s dead,’ but though you were wet and cold like a little fish he knew you were alive. He was in such a taking he didn’t answer the man, he just made off with you, without a with-your-leave or a by-your-leave. There was an inn nearby, and he took you there and had the good woman look after you, while he went back to help with the rescue work and see what had become of his brother … He was not among the saved, was poor Bill … And the next day, you being as fit as a fiddle by that time, and no one seeming to know a thing about you, he wrapped you up in his cloak and rode off home with you. Hour after hour he rode through the twilight and the dark, knocked nearly silly by the shock of it all, but you were good as gold all the way and never cried.”


Stella laughed suddenly, her clear happy laugh that was a delight to all who heard it. Mother Sprigg decided that it was as she had hoped, though the child was tender-hearted and sensitive she was too young as yet to realise the tragedy of the story.


“Weren’t you startled, mother, to have father ride home with me like that?”


“You could have knocked me down with a feather,” declared Mother Sprigg, gaiety springing up in her to answer the laughter of the child. “I heard Bess trotting in the lane, and I ran out of the house and down through the garden to the gate. ‘Here you are, mother,’ says father, and he leans down and dumps you in my arms. You’d been asleep but you woke up then and looked about you; at the garden and up in my face, and then you cuddled down comfortable and went to sleep again. The next morning you were up with the birds and behaving as though you had lived at Weekaborough Farm from the day you were born.”


“And no one ever tried to take me away from you?” asked Stella.


“No, love. Of course I sent your father back to Plymouth at once, to make more enquiries, for it was nothing but baby-stealing, the way he’d walked off with you, but he couldn’t find that you’d any relatives. No one seemed to know who your poor mother was. There was nothing in her pocket but an embroidered handkerchief and your little coral, and nothing in her locket but a curl of dark hair, and a scrap of paper with something written on it in a foreign language that no one could make head or tail of. Your father saw her buried decently, and then he put the handkerchief and the coral and the locket in his pocket and rode off home as fast as he could to tell me you were ours for keeps, our own girl—Stella.”


The child was sitting now with her pointed chin cupped in her slim hands, staring at the fire. She spoke no word of pity for her real mother; it seemed that just now it was the woman beside her with whom her thoughts were busy.


“Mother, was your little girl who died called Stella?”


“No, love, she was called Eliza after my own mother. But your father, being clean besotted about you, must needs choose some fanciful name for you. Star-bright eyes you had, he said, when you first looked up at him, and the starlight was bright on your face when I looked at you that first time, so Stella it had to be, though the name don’t go well with Sprigg to my way of thinking. ‘But what matter?’ said your father. ‘The maid will be changing my name for another as soon as she’s husband-high, and meanwhile she’s my Stella and my sprig of mischief, born on the first of June with candles in her eyes’.”


“And why should I have candles in my eyes because I was born on the first of June? And how do you know that I was born on the first of June?” demanded Stella. She had an accurate as well as an imaginative mind. She delighted in the fantastic provided it was based upon a fairly reasonable hypothesis, like a pretty flower with solid roots in the earth, but she did not like it just fluttering down from nowhere.


“There’s no knowing what day you were born, love, but you seemed just over two years when you came to us, and the first of June, 1794, was the Glorious First, when the fleet sailed into Plymouth Sound with six captive French battleships, and in each house a lighted candle was set in every pane. All night they burned, pretty as a picture. Your father saw the sight, and he never forgot it. ‘Like all the stars fallen down from heaven,’ he said it was; till the dawn came and put them out.”


“‘Night’s candles are burnt out, and jocund day stands tiptoe on the misty mountain tops’,” said Stella in a voice that suddenly became curiously deep and mature for a child.


“Eh?” asked Mother Sprigg with sudden sharpness. “Have you been reading some old book again?”


There were few things that made Mother Sprigg angry, but one was to have Stella browse among Doctor Crane’s old books. The doctor was the best friend they had, and he had taken upon himself the business of Stella’s education, but he and Mother Sprigg differed a good deal as to what was, and was not, education. Reading, writing and elementary arithmetic were all the child needed to learn of the doctor, Mother Sprigg maintained; this combined with the arts of housewifery that she herself could teach her was all the education required by a farmer’s daughter. Doctor Crane disagreed; the education required by an individual, he maintained, was just exactly all the knowledge the individual could possibly assimilate. Stella agreed with him, and let loose among his books she assimilated at a good pace, keeping her knowledge hidden from Mother Sprigg as much as she could. Yet Mother Sprigg always knew when she had been reading the doctor’s books because quite unconsciously she would quote little scraps from them in that startlingly unchildish voice. Then Mother Sprigg would scold. She didn’t know why she scolded; unless it was because Stella’s thirst for knowledge seemed to hold some sort of unexplainable threat that frightened her; and she always scolded when she was afraid.


Stella, her chin still cupped in her hands, did not answer. She was always silent when scolded, but there was no sullenness in her silence, merely a smooth shining determination to go her own way from which scoldings slithered to oblivion like water off a duck’s back, accomplishing nothing whatever. Mother Sprigg sighed in irritated frustration, then laughed as Stella lifted her face from her hands, hitched her stool nearer, and looked up at her adopted mother with the countenance of a merry elf, the laughter running over her face like light and both her dimples showing. And that, too, was typical of Stella. Her own way once insisted upon and secured she was swift to dispel any smallest hint of unpleasantness, and Stella sweeping away unpleasantness was like the sun bursting out through the clouds; one could not greet it with anything but forgetfulness and a lightening of the heart.


The sudden intrusion of Doctor Crane into the real business of the evening was now as though it had never been, and Stella’s laughter vanished too, even as her previous queer maturity had vanished. She was just a loving serious little girl as she laid her hand on Mother Sprigg’s knee and said gently, “You are my mother.” Then it seemed that she put from her also the story for which she had asked, for she smoothed her skirts, looked at her pricked finger, sighed, sucked it, then replaced her thimble and began once more to sew her sampler. Mother Sprigg too picked up her quilt, adjusted her spectacles, and chose a hexagon of crimson velvet with a sigh of relief … It was over, the question and the explanation she had been dreading for so long, and it had all passed off very well indeed … But what an unaccountable little soul she was, this beloved Stella. Mother Sprigg did not quite know how she had expected the child to take the story she had had to tell, but not somehow as calmly and quietly as this.


II


The farmer’s wife and the elfin child were a delightful contrast as they sat there together in the quiet of the autumn evening, in the mingled light of sunset and candlelight and firelight, before the broad hearth of the beautiful farmhouse kitchen. Mother Sprigg was in her fifties but she had worked so hard all her life that she looked older than her age. She was short, round and stout, with a red weather-beaten face, and plump toil-worn hands. She had no beauty to commend her apart from the sweetness of her smile and the kindliness of her round brown eyes, but she carried with her wherever she went that aura of almost heavenly motherliness which so often shines about a woman who has borne only one child, and in losing it has become mother to all the world, more wonderfully than about the mother of a dozen. And she was a comfortable person, her comfortableness such a perfect blend of commonsense, unselfishness, capability and a complete absence of either physical or mental angularities, that like her motherliness it had become with the years so excellent a virtue that now it seemed hardly of this earth. And it was the same with her neatness and cleanliness. Being neat and clean was not with Mother Sprigg just not being untidy or grubby, it was a quality raised to such a pitch of perfection that it seemed more spiritual than physical, as though her spotless aprons and shining well-scrubbed countenance were a visible sign of invisible grace. She had her faults, of course, a hint of jealousy and possessiveness in her love, a sharp tongue at times when deliberate stupidity or sluttishness offended past endurance, but her failings were all on the surface, and one knew her to be sound and sweet right through like a ripe nut.


Though she cared nothing for fashion she had an eye for line and colour, and the gown of homespun Dartmoor wool which she wore was well-cut, of an exquisite shade of lichen-dyed beech brown, and the folds of the voluminous skirt fell beautifully about as she sat very upright in her straight-backed chair. Her apron and fichu and mob-cap were of the finest lawn, and white as snow.


And she knew exactly how to dress the elfin Stella. The child’s short-sleeved, high-waisted gown was made of green gingham, fresh and crisp, and supplied with a voluminous hanging pocket, but no frills except the small white one round the neck. She wore a diminutive white apron tied round her waist but no mob-cap or ribbon on the head of dark curls cut almost as short as a boy’s. Frills and furbelows did not suit Stella, for she was not a very feminine child. She was tall for her age, with small bones and a beautifully shaped little head set rather proudly on a long slender neck. She had none of the normal plumpness of childhood, and her swift graceful movements were those of some wild woodland creature, a fawn or gazelle, rather than of a little girl. Her small heart-shaped face was thin and brown, with little colour in the cheeks, and she had a straight arrogant little nose, a short determined upper lip, a cupid’s bow of a mouth and a very dainty but very purposeful pointed chin. Though her face was so thin there was a dimple in each cheek, her dark grey eyes were star-bright with a direct gaze which was sometimes quite difficult to meet, and her lips coral pink and with always a hint of laughter in their delicate curves. She had, for so young a creature, a most astonishing elegance. Doctor Crane and her doting foster-parents thought her a beautiful child but the village folk called her downright plain. She played very little with the other children, for they did not like her. They said, with injustice, that she gave herself airs. This she did not do, but she did not speak their language nor they hers and so she was shy and aloof with them. She grieved and puzzled over this sometimes but try as she would she could not bridge the gulf of their unlikeness. And so she remained, unknown to anyone, a little lonely.


III


Outside the birds were silent and the light grew dim, and the orchard trees seemed to Stella to step more closely about the house, gathering in like men-at-arms to protect them against the perils of the night. The candle flames and the flames of the burning apple logs, having it all their own way now, seemed to breathe and grow like living creatures and slowly and triumphantly the grand old kitchen came into its own. By day the business of the farm filled it with bustle and clamour, and the bright gay world outside the windows challenged attention, and soon there would be the weight of dreams and darkness on its life, but this pause between the one and the other, between the day and the night, the work and the sleep, was its hour. Stella, looking up, saw the kitchen and recognised a friend coming towards her. The kitchen, to her, was the face of the house, that expressed its personality more accurately than did the walls and roof and chimneys that she thought of as its body, and at this hour the face smiled and she knew as much as she would ever know about Weekaborough Farm, the rugged, strong old creature that was her home, her fortress and her friend.


The kitchen was the living-room of the farm, for they scarcely used the small panelled parlour upon the other side of the flagged hall. It was a large room, roughly square, but with many nooks and bulges, like a cave, two wide mullioned windows with deep window-seats in the long west wall, and one smaller one to the south. The walls were whitewashed and the whitewashed ceiling was crossed by strong oak beams with iron hooks in them for the hams and bunches of herbs to hang from. The furniture, the huge kitchen table, the tall dresser, the settle and the straight-backed chairs, were of oak, shiny and black with age. The stone flagged floor was snowily white from centuries of scrubbing, and under the kitchen table were the pails of water that were kept filled from the big well in the yard.


But the greatest glory of the kitchen was the fireplace that filled nearly the whole of the north wall and was almost a room in itself. It was so deep that there was room for seats on each side, while across the opening in front was a sturdy oak beam with a little red curtain hanging beneath it. The wood fire never went out, winter or summer. Each morning Father Sprigg, always the first downstairs, would rake the ashes together, put on fresh dry wood and blow up the sparks with the bellows. On each side of the fire were firedogs to hold the spits for the roasting, and swinging cranes for the pots and kettles. Delicious smells were creeping out now from the fireplace; onion broth cooking in the pot that hung from one of the cranes and apples roasting in a dish placed under the outer ashes of the fire.


All the crannies and bulges of this enchanting cave-like room had unexpected things in them; the bread oven in the thickness of the wall, underneath its fascinating little arch, the grandfather clock, Mother Sprigg’s spinning wheel, the warming pans, secret cupboards filled with home-made wines (and in the very secret cupboards, under the fireplace seats, and in recesses made by removing a few stones from the wall, something even stronger), shelves piled with pickles and preserves, brass candlesticks and Toby jugs. The window-seats in the west wall lifted up and inside one of them Stella kept her sampler, and her few treasures, and in the other Mother Sprigg kept her workbox and the current patchwork quilt. Stella had no workbox and the lack of it was the one and only grievance of her life. She longed for one with little compartments in it, and an emery cushion and a real silver thimble. But Mother Sprigg said that until she could sew a bit better she must be content with her tiny hussif and brass thimble. Stella was quite sure that if she had a workbox, and a silver thimble, she would immediately sew beautifully.


But though the irregular shape of the great kitchen made one think of a cave there was no suggestion of damp or darkness, the sun streaming in all day saw to that, and later the light of the fire that never went out. And there was plenty of colour in the kitchen with the blue willow pattern china on the dresser, the scarlet rugs on the floor, the scarlet window curtains, and always baskets of apples and plums in their season, golden marrows, and pumpkins in their striped jackets of yellow and green. Beside the hearth a door opened on to the passage that led to the dairy, stillroom and larder beyond, and a door in the east wall led to the stone-flagged hall and front door. On windy days the kitchen could be draughty and the smoke of the fire might swirl into the room, but Mother Sprigg and Stella were inured to draughts and smoke, just as they were inured to the perpetual talk and racket of farm men and neighbours coming and going all day long. That was all part of the stuff of daily living, of the unceasing toil that made the background of their life … But in this twilight hour the doors were shut and the smoke went where it should, up the chimney to the stars that one could see quite clearly when one peered up the great shaft from below, there was no coming and going, and in the quiet the house unveiled its face and smiled upon them.


“I wish it lasted longer,” said Stella.


“What, love?” asked Mother Sprigg.


“Just you and me sitting here talking and sewing, with Seraphine and the kittens, and the house loving us.”


“Weekaborough Farm,” said Mother Sprigg softly. “Your father, he was born and brought up here and he’s never left it for more than one night at a time. And I came here as a bride thirty-five years ago and I’ve never left it for a night and I don’t suppose I ever shall.”


“I shall,” said Stella decidedly. “I shall go to all sorts of places all over the world. But wherever I go Weekaborough kitchen will always be in the middle, like the hub of a cartwheel, and all the roads and seaways will be spokes leading back home.”


Mother Sprigg looked at the child sharply. Here was another of the contrasts; this adventurous roving spirit of Stella’s was a thing she could not begin to understand. And the child’s strange way of talking, always catching hold of one thing and setting it down in the middle of another, like a cartwheel in the middle of the kitchen, a most unsuitable place for it in Mother Sprigg’s opinion, made a body’s head go round. Yet, apart from her adventurousness, which caused her to go dashing off now and then to goodness knew where in a most disconcerting manner, she was a good little maid who never went roving until she had finished the work which it was her duty to do, and never put things in unsuitable places except in her conversation; and she was to Mother Sprigg the dearest thing in all the world.




CHAPTER 3


I


A MAN’S heavy footsteps in the hall, and a hearty hail, warned them of the approach of Father Sprigg. The quiet hour was over and it was time for supper and bed. They rolled up their work and put it away, and while Mother Sprigg bustled about setting the table Stella flew out into the hall and precipitated herself, as from a catapult, into the arms of Father Sprigg. Her foster-father was the only person in the world with whom she was exuberant, and that not because she loved him best (she loved him dearly, but not best) but because Father Sprigg himself was so exuberant that it was next to impossible to be anything but exuberant with him.


He was like a great genial wind that slaps people so boisterously upon the back that even the most precise among them are obliged to break into a run, and skip and clutch their hats. He was six foot tall, and broad to match, and though he was sixty years old he was only slightly bent about the shoulders after half a century of hard toil. He had a weatherbeaten countenance surrounded by a fringe of grizzled ginger whisker, and blue eyes that were like two bright windows beneath the ginger eyebrows that came down over them like a thatched roof. His head was bald except for a ginger fringe that surrounded its vast shining expanse as his whiskers surrounded his face. He had kept all his teeth and was a mighty trencherman. He had the choleric temper that goes with ginger hair, touchingly combined with a vast patience and a superb courage, so that though his language in the face of disaster was enough to make all the godly within miles fear for his immortal soul his method of dealing with it would have commended itself to the greatest of the saints. Moreover he was a very wise man. He was a great bee-master and a fine shepherd and what he did not know about bees and sheep was not worth knowing; indeed in no single brand of husbandry did he know less than the most knowledgeable of his men. When he had stepped into his father’s shoes Weekaborough Farm had been on the brink of disaster; in ten years he had made it one of the most prosperous farms in the countryside. He was an indulgent and loving husband and father, a just if severe master, a good patriot and a good Christian; but a farmer first and last and all the time, paying attention to family, country and God in that order and only at what he considered the proper hours, at meal time and bed time, at the appointed meetings of the South Devon militia, at evening prayer and Church on Sundays, but not allowing either of the three to interfere with the serious business of his life.


He was always a well-dressed man but like his wife he paid no attention to fashion. His various suits of clothes, his Sunday, wedding or christening suit, his funeral suit, his hunting pink, his fair and marketing suit, his militia uniform, were all made of fine cloth, well-tailored, with suitable waistcoats, but several of them had belonged to his father, and of them all only his uniform was less than twenty years old. These garments were kept so carefully in the great oak press in the best bedroom, were so tenderly brushed and pressed before and after use by Mother Sprigg, that they never wore out. And neither did the series of smocks that he wore on ordinary week days, exquisitely embroidered by his grandmother, mother and wife in succession, for they were hand-sewn from such stoutly woven material that no amount of rough weather or rough usage seemed able to harm them. Each of these garments was a work of art, and the wearing of them for farm-labour would have filled a modern woman with horror. Mother Sprigg, perpetually washing and ironing them only to have them perpetually dirtied and rumpled again, did not feel that way. To her husband and herself their work upon the farm was not just something they were obliged to do to make a living, it was life itself, a prideful thing in which they gloried, and without realising that they did so they endowed it with an almost religious pageantry and ceremonial. Beautiful garments were dedicated to the labour, age-old festivals were interwoven with it, each branch of it had its own especial ritual that must not be departed from by a hair’s breadth. And the particular garments and festivals and rituals had their flowering times at particular seasons, just as the corn and fruits of the earth had theirs, with all of it linked to the rhythm of the turning world, the waxing and waning of the moon’s light and the sun’s heat, the sweep of the rain and the wind, the fall of the snow and the dew.


Of this glorious unity Father Sprigg seemed somehow the human personification. When you looked at him you were conscious at once of so many virtues, so much comeliness and wisdom and strength, and all of it so well integrated and so finely balanced, that no one could wish for him that he should have more or less of anything than made up the fact of him. Even his choleric temper, like the hot sun of harvest, was not a thing that one could wish away, so excellent was the use to which it was frequently put. For there was no meanness in Father Sprigg. He frequently went too far but he never stopped too short. He might, all in the day’s work and with no more personal animosity than that of the hurricane or the avalanche, crush you to powder, but he would never stick pins of sarcasm into you of aforethought malice, or defraud you of the smallest iota of what he thought was yours.


Upon the sensitive Stella, with her love of life and adventure, this elemental quality in Father Sprigg took strong hold. She leaped into his arms in much the same sort of way as she would sometimes fling herself down into the meadow grass and lie with arms outspread and cheek against the warm earth; both places gave her a satisfying sense of oneness with all that was. It was Father Sprigg, everyone thought, whom Stella loved best; they did not know that where she loved most deeply the little girl made least display of emotion.


“Hey, lass!” said Father Sprigg, receiving the impact of the small creature upon his bulk as though she were of no more weight than a sparrow. “Steady, lass, you’ll have me over!”


This was a mighty joke with them. Laughing, Stella leaned her cheek against Father Sprigg’s smock, enjoying the scent of woodsmoke that clung to it. The wood-smoke was one of the best of the autumn smells, almost as good as the blackberry smell, and the smell of pumpkin jam. Then she leaned over Father Sprigg’s arm and peered at the shadows beyond him. “Hodge?” she whispered softly, stretching down a hand. A cold nose touched her palm and then a warm tongue caressed it. The dog Hodge was present and she sighed with relief and satisfaction. Hodge was one of her dearest on earth, but he was a mighty warrior and she was always afraid that some day an enemy even mightier would prove too powerful an opponent even for his considerable prowess. But once more he was safe within the walls of their stronghold and she need not worry about him again until the morning.


A sudden delicious smell of onion came through the crack of the kitchen door and all three entered precipitately, to find Mother Sprigg ladling the broth into the big brown bowls on the table. Seraphine was stirring in her basket and Madge the dairymaid was coming through from the dairy with the butter and cheese and a big blue dish of clotted cream. Solomon Doddridge the ploughman had come in from the back when Father Sprigg entered from the front and was now sitting in the seat within the fireplace, to the left of the fire, that was always his by right, his knotted hands on his knees, his short clay pipe sticking out at the side of his mouth. Of the several who worked on the farm he and Madge were the only two who actually slept in the farmhouse, and with Father and Mother Sprigg, Stella, Seraphine and Hodge, made up a household compactly knit together in a loyalty that had never been expressed in words, but of which each was so unconsciously aware that they acted upon it, and in the case of Seraphine traded upon it, with just the same certainty with which they trod the solid earth and knew, without considering the matter, that it would not give way beneath them.


Old Sol did not know how old he was, could not remember when he had been born, had no idea whether he had been christened or no, knew nothing whatever about himself except that man and boy he had worked at Weekaborough Farm, eaten there, slept there, and would die there. He may at one time have remembered more about himself but he did not now, for though he did not know his age it was obviously a good age; he remembered Father Sprigg being born, and remembered that even then he had left his youth behind him, and had a twinge of rheumatism now and again. He was now bent almost into the shape of a hoop with the rheumatics, and when he stood up leaning on his stick he reminded Stella of the old mulberry tree in the walled garden, whose main bough would have grown right down into the earth again had it not been propped up by a forked stick. Indeed old Sol was now much more like a tree than a man. His legs and arms were like brittle old branches, his face was brown and seamed like bark and the stubble of grey beard upon it was like the lichen that grew over the oldest of the apple trees. His voice, after so many years of exposure to bad weather, was nothing but a raven’s croak, and a complete absence of teeth made articulation difficult. Yet his dark eyes were bright as a robin’s, his sense of humour was a perpetual delight, and incredible though it seemed he could still guide the plough, and still, with his ploughboy as counter-tenor, provide the deep notes of the beautiful mysterious chant with which the Devon ploughmen animated their teams. Indeed without the chanting of Sol the Weekaborough oxen refused to plough at all; if the chanting ceased they stopped dead in their tracks, together with the seagulls wheeling behind the plough; that chant seemed to set them all in motion as it was said the singing of the stars kept the whole universe swinging on its course.


There was no mystery about the origins of Madge. One of many children she had been sent to the poorhouse on the death of her parents as a child of ten, and twenty years ago had come to Weekaborough Farm and had worked there ever since. The first kindness she had ever met with had been shown her by Father and Mother Sprigg and she was devoted to them and Stella. She was a freckled, buxom, snub-nosed creature who laughed a great deal, sang at her work but said very little. No one had ever been able to teach her to read, write, or subtract two from five without disaster, but in the arts of the stillroom and the dairy she had not her equal in the whole of the West Country.


Seraphine was a sleek tabby of an unusually domesticated appearance. Though three stable cats were kept to deal with the outside rats she was the only house cat. She was supposed to deal with the inside mice but she was so busy rearing kittens that she seldom had time to attend to them. No cat ever had as many kittens as Seraphine. Upon the first day of her arrival at the farm as little more than a kitten herself, Father Sprigg had happened to read aloud the command “Be fruitful and multiply,” at evening prayers, and it seemed that she had taken it very much to heart.


It is difficult to do justice to the dog Hodge. Eight years ago a very noble and aristocratic hound of the name of Agamemnon had strayed from one of the great houses of the neighbourhood Cockington Court, and gone for a little outing on his own … It was an exceptionally lovely spring and the great gentleman had felt restless … Pacing along a flowery lane in the neighbourhood of Weekaborough Farm he had espied through a gate Father Sprigg and his sheepdog Gypsy, inspecting the lambs gambolling in a field of daisies. Gypsy was an exquisite creature with melting dark eyes, a plumy tail, feathered heraldic feet and long black silky hair everywhere upon her body except upon her chest, where it was creamy white. Happening to glance over her shoulder just at the moment when Agamemnon was looking through the gate, her melting eyes met his, and Agamemnon was undone. The story of Cophetua and the beggar-maid repeated itself and Hodge was the result; at least one of them, for the other four were drowned.


It might have been thought that the offspring of so handsome an aristocrat and so beautiful a beggar-maid would have been a lovely creature, but unfortunately such was not the case, for Hodge had showed no discrimination as to where he put what. The creamy waistcoat handed down to him from his mother he wore not upon his chest but upon his back, where it looked odd upon the smooth brown body that was his paternal legacy. He had his father’s stature and moved with his father’s dignity, but it consorted oddly with a ridiculous plumy tail and the long soft ears that flopped upon each side of his great domed forehead. His eyes were his father’s, tawny and somewhat stern, but there was great sweetness of expression about the mouth. He had a character of the utmost nobility; he was wise, brave, loving, loyal, patient, chivalrous, and fastidious in his personal habits. He had only one fault; he was an incorrigible fighter. Mercifully his chivalry did not permit him to attack an animal smaller than himself, so that as he was a large dog his battles were not as frequent as they would have been had he been smaller, but he could not see a dog of his own size, or larger, without attacking it, and now in his middle age, his body was marked all over with the scars of old wounds, one ear was torn and one eye permanently half shut. These mementoes of past conflict, superimposed upon an appearance that at the best of times had been eccentric, had given to Hodge a slightly rapscallion air that was wholly out of keeping with the nobility of his character. He was therefore sometimes misunderstood by those who were not intimately acquainted with him. But not by Stella, She knew, better than anyone else, the sterling worth of Hodge.
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