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 Chapter I


Sir Clement Carnell’s ruling passion, until the very last moment of his life, was his passion for ruling.

In other times and circumstances he might have made a fine king of the absolute and despotic sort, bringing troublesome provinces to order, crushing rebels under his chariot wheels, and inscribing on a giant column his exact and fearsome laws. Being, however, only a country gentleman of Devonshire, he had to make do with tyrannising his wife and children.

He had married late; not through any lack of eligibility on his own part, for he possessed a good estate, and was impressive, even handsome in looks. Marital candidates there had been, but all had exhibited some deplorable shortcoming, such as a mild independence of mind, or a wish to have their feelings occasionally considered, which had rendered them unacceptable to a man of Sir Clement’s character. The bride he at last chose was much younger than he, and sufficiently impressionable to mistake the awe she felt for him as love. She liked, as she said, a man to be masterful. The best that could be said for the unhappy consequences of her  choice was that she had not long to endure them. She died less than ten years after her marriage, having presented Sir Clement with two children, and having had her opinion of herself so thoroughly lowered, degraded and trampled by her husband that her dying regrets at leaving her little boy and girl were almost overcome by the conviction that they would be better off without her.

Where another man might have been given solemn pause by the prospect of bringing up two motherless children, Sir Clement, once the obligations of grief were over, rather welcomed it. His experience of matrimony had given him a disdain for feminine softness, and in taking exclusive charge of these two young lives he saw an opportunity.

He was a man of harsh, narrow and illiberal views, considering the times decayed and most men fools; – and not being afraid to say so, he had quarrelled with most of his neighbours. In his younger years he had done his duty as a Parliament-man, and there his unthinking deference to the great and powerful had been enough to secure his knighthood. Now he was done with London, which he condemned as a haunt of fashion and idleness; and was very ready to remain at his country seat of Pennacombe, isolated and self-sufficient, and there pursue a sort of experiment in authority, which would demonstrate to the world what could be achieved by a man who was determined truly to be master in his own house.

His tenants and servants knew, to their cost, the sharpness of his temper and the ferocity of Sir Clement’s demands for  obedience; but their subjection was as nothing to that of his children, who must live every moment under his close supervision. There, he could not only dominate but manipulate; could bend them to his will by playing upon the natural love that even so undeserving a parent must elicit; and in short, could reduce them to a continual state of fearful and self-doubting unhappiness, equal to everything his caprice and ill-nature could devise.

Education there must be, but of his choosing. Neither boy nor girl must be sent away, out of his sight and control: instead Sir Clement engaged, for Valentine and Louisa, a succession of tutors and governesses. They came and went rapidly. Partly this was the consequence of Sir Clement’s infinite capacity for finding fault; but more than that, as soon as any of these teachers began to manifest an influence over their pupils, he was roused to jealousy; – and if any were unlucky enough actually to be liked by their charges, their doom was sealed at once. For while he did nothing to secure his children’s affection, he could not endure to see it bestowed elsewhere; and was quick to impress on them that in doing so, they were very ungrateful and unnatural creatures.

Valentine, when the time came, was sent up to Oxford, chiefly because Sir Clement had been there; but after a single term, his father put an end to his university career. A couple of tailor’s bills, a few unwontedly cheerful and spirited remarks, were enough to convince Sir Clement that his son was going rapidly to the bad. As he stood sole heir to Pennacombe, there was no necessity for Valentine to pursue  a profession; but after the Oxford disaster, he did speak tentatively of studying the law, only to have the idea firmly rejected – because it was his idea, because all lawyers were fools and knaves, and because it would mean his going to London, at the furthest remove from his father’s surveillance and control. No, he was to remain at Pennacombe – and remain there quite without interest or occupation; for while many men of Sir Clement’s age and situation would have been glad to pass on to their grown sons some of the responsibilities of the estate, of stewardship and accounting and management of the home farm, Sir Clement kept them all under his own hand. As a result, at the age of twenty-three Valentine was just such an idle and discontented young man as Sir Clement had always sharply condemned; and he could not understand it.

As for Louisa, there his self-appointed task was simpler. He was so far from a friend to learning in females that he would have spared even the usual accomplishments of music and drawing if convention had not made them obligatory. But the sole aim and purpose of a daughter of Sir Clement Carnell must be to make a good marriage; and that he had already planned to his own satisfaction, having chosen the candidate when she was scarce sixteen. Only the sentimental degeneracy of the times, indeed, had prevented him drawing up a contract with an attorney, and binding her to it there and then. Some evidences of her own will in the matter there had been – taking the form of evasions, shifts and silences rather than mutiny – but he had no doubt of  conquering it when the time came. It would never have occurred to Sir Clement that he knew his daughter very little: that his continual scrutiny had necessarily fostered in her the habit of reserve, and the art of disguise – especially when, as often happened, she undertook to shield her brother from the worst excesses of his authority. Being a woman, she was in his view not only as frail as glass but as transparent.

Alas for Sir Clement, he could not absolutely direct the lives of Valentine and Louisa once they were come to adulthood, as he could when they were children. Some concessions there must be to the forms of society, for though he did not mind being disliked, he was averse to being despised. He could not deprive them of the odd tea-visit, riding-party or even ball without injuring his own standing: the Carnells must make a figure in the social life of the neighbourhood in which he was the chief landowner. But he contented himself by making sure that they did not go about often, that their acquaintance was strictly limited, that their conduct was always rigidly regulated, and that they enjoyed themselves as little as possible.

It is not wonderful to relate that Louisa and Valentine Carnell depended greatly on each other, and were joined by a bond of exceptional affection, loyalty and mutual protectiveness. They were so sustained by it that those who came upon them expecting to find them pitiable objects were much surprised. Their aspect was rather subdued than crushed; they were not at all tongue-tied, if their father was  not by; and both were so well grown, well figured and handsome - their infrequent smiles, as light springing from darkness, so entrancing – that one could only wonder what effect might be produced by a little more confidence of address, and a little less of a tendency to look over their shoulder.

What the interested observer must find the most intriguing conjecture, however, was their likely future: – if and when that single dominating influence were to be removed, and they found themselves at liberty.

One such observer was Mrs Lappage, the widow of the former rector of Pennacombe. During the rector’s life, and for some time after, she had been one of the few people in the district on easy terms with the family at Pennacombe House. Having no children of her own, and being a civil, active, good-natured woman, never happier than when she was giving herself trouble about something, she became as near as she dared a friend to the motherless Carnells, with an ear for their whispered confidences, and a heart to feel always for their situation, regardless of the little power she had to ameliorate it. But even this degree of influence was ended before Louisa and Valentine were grown. She decided to marry again – she was never quite sure why: it was, she supposed, someone to talk to. Her choice, Mr Lappage, was a retired corn-factor. He was a respectable, comfortable, unassuming man, and his manners, when he was awake, were perfectly good. But Mrs Lappage had found herself immediately sunk in Sir Clement’s estimation.

‘He had known the times were sadly decayed: – still he was shocked, deeply shocked, to see the widow of a clergyman so blind to decorum, and so willing to throw away the good opinion of society, and lower herself by such a connection, especially at her time of life.’ Mrs Lappage was no longer welcome at the great house, and calls at Mr Lappage’s pleasant grange-house were entirely proscribed. Mrs Lappage must satisfy her curiosity and compassion – both equally lively – by such chance encounters with Louisa and Valentine as could be managed; and soothe her feelings by many reiterations that it was a shame and scandal how that odious old man carried on, and by gathering every grain of intelligence about what went on behind the high park walls of Pennacombe.

And it was from this source that came the story of Sir Clement Carnell’s last hours; of how they had been marked, and even hastened, by his domineering temper. The servants and labourers in his employ were always welcome at the kitchen-door of the Grange, there to eat a slice of pie and drink a cup of Mrs Lappage’s excellent table-beer, and incidentally unburden themselves of any news from Pennacombe House. When, in the late autumn of 1813, it was given out that Sir Clement Carnell had died, the account was merely ‘suddenly at home, after a short illness’, a theme subsequently taken up in the newspaper obituaries; but Mrs Lappage knew the facts in all their revealing detail.

Sir Clement, a devoted huntsman, had returned from the day’s chase and, faithful to habit, had stayed lingering about  the stables to see his horse unsaddled, and minutely direct every stage of the operation. He had begun the day in more than usually irritable mood; his face, the groom recalled, had been red as beefsteak; and then had come the moment the young man could only recollect hazily, so awful were the circumstances. He had hung a piece of riding-tackle on the wrong hook – a hook quite apt for the purpose, but not the usual one – and Sir Clement had begun violently berating him. The groom had not been long in his employ and, half flustered and half desperate, had answered that it didn’t signify.

Didn’t signify! At this Sir Clement burst into a passion, excessive even for him. Perhaps this simple assertion so flew in the face of everything he believed that he experienced a touch of self-doubt, of which only the extremes of fury could purge him. He roared that he would teach the idle fellow what signified, ordered him to follow him to the house, even began bodily marching him thither – whether to give him notice, or simply make a blazing example of him before the other servants, was unknown, and would for ever remain so. Halfway across the stableyard he was struck by a paroxysm that dropped him speechless to the ground.

He was carried into the house insensible, and remained so through the succeeding night, except for a brief stir of consciousness in which he was heard to mutter something that sounded like ‘Doesn’t signify ... !’ His physician did all he could in the way of bleeding, sighing and looking grave; but the heart-stroke was too severe, and come the morning those relentless and all-seeing eyes were finally closed.

There was matter here for the moralist; – Mrs Lappage, for one, could not resist a frequent shake of the head, and a murmur about chickens coming home to roost. Her first concern, however, was not with the dead but with the living: what must be the feelings of Louisa and Valentine – their shock, the grief that they were too natural not to feel, and their probable bewilderment at the utter transformation of their lives that must ensue?

‘It is not my intention to speak ill of the departed,’ she told her husband. ‘That would never do. The evils of Sir Clement’s character were well known in his lifetime, and I shall not allude to them now. Still, everyone must acknowledge – due respect being paid – that it is a release for his children. It would be doing violence to the truth to deny it.’

Mr Lappage showing no signs of denying it, or of doing anything at all, she went on: ‘Still, it is a most perplexing situation they are placed in. I almost wonder whether that frightful old tyrant – not to speak ill of him – has so long denied them the power of thinking for themselves that now it is theirs they will hardly know how to exercise it. And you know even the most unsightly old building, when it is gone, somehow leaves a vacancy, and the eye misses it.’

‘Like Phelps’s barn,’ Mr Lappage offered.

But Mrs Lappage was not thinking of Phelps’s barn, as she reminded him with some vexation. She was thinking of Louisa and Valentine, and such was her anxiety that she almost determined to attend the burial of Sir Clement in the Carnell vault at Pennacombe church, so that she might  see them. But it had not been the custom of her youth for women to attend funerals, and she could not overcome the scruple. She must content herself with her husband’s promise to give her a full report of the occasion; though his powers of observation and description were not great. Some years ago at Weymouth he had come face to face with the King; but he had never been able to give any stronger idea of him to his wife’s eager mind than that he had a hat on.

Mr Lappage did his best, however: counted the carriages, marked the black plumes on the horses’ heads, and memorised some choice phrases of the officiating rector’s. This did not satisfy.

‘But Louisa and Valentine,’ his wife cried, ‘what of them?’

‘Oh, they were there, right enough,’ Mr Lappage assured her. ‘The only family that I could see, in fact.’

‘No surprise in that: – there are no close connections left on his side, for he outlived them all; and as for poor Lady Carnell’s family, he quarrelled with them long ago, and would not even hear them mentioned.’

‘Ah! well, there it is,’ said Mr Lappage, with peaceful finality, and was about to enquire about dinner, when his wife caught him up with vehemence.

‘But how did they appear? Louisa and Valentine – they will look I am sure very well in mourning, with their height and colouring – but how do they bear up? With dignity I am sure – they never lack that, though heaven knows how they maintained it under his rule – but, then, they are very unaccustomed to that sort of exposure, poor creatures.’

‘Well, if you want the truth of it,’ said Mr Lappage, seating himself and thoughtfully patting his waistcoat, ‘I never saw anyone so absolutely broken up as those two today. Lord! It was as if the world had ended.’

Mrs Lappage pondered on this; and astonishment soon made room for understanding. The liveliness of her interest in the two young people quickened to an almost unbearable degree; but it was not to be easily assuaged. She had too much delicacy to call at a house where only a week ago her presence had been forbidden: it seemed a vulgar presumption – as if to say that now he was out of the way she could do as she liked. But to the accustomed quiet and retirement of a house in mourning there seemed, in the subsequent weeks and then months, something else added. Neither Louisa nor Valentine was much seen about: short polite notes were sent out in reply to those who had made the formalities of condolence; and from any evidence that Mrs Lappage could gather, there might have been no change at Pennacombe House – no lifting of a weight of oppressive authority – nothing to show that the estate had a new master and mistress, young, free, and with the world before them.

‘I am very much afraid,’ she said to herself, as she walked again by the high park walls, and in the leafless grey of February, ‘that that monstrous old man – not to speak ill of him – is still in command of that house, and that his influence will never end!’




 Chapter II

‘Louisa,’ said Valentine, as they sat together after dinner one evening, ‘do you want the fire-screen?’

‘No,’ she replied, somewhat startled, for her brother had been sunk in deep reflection for a good half-hour. ‘No, thank you, Valentine.’

‘You never do want the fire-screen, do you?’

Still surprised, Louisa considered. ‘Well, no: if I feel the fire too much, I generally draw back my chair.’

‘Which is exactly the case with me,’ Valentine said with energy; and springing up, he approached the fire-screen and examined it as if he had never seen it before. ‘It is not a handsome article by any means.’

‘Decidedly ugly.’

‘All these – these cherubs.’

‘I am not an admirer of cherubs. And one of them is doing something particularly disagreeable with an arrow.’

‘I really see no reason, you know,’ he said, laying hands on the fire-screen, ‘why we should keep this in the drawing-room any longer, when neither of us uses it or likes it. Do you?’

It was a simple enough question; but there was a great challenge in it too, a challenge reflected in the long look, half anxious, half elated, that brother and sister exchanged, before Louisa answered in a firm voice: ‘No, Valentine, I do not.’

‘Very well, then.’

Briskly Valentine folded the screen and carried it out of the room. A momentary agitation assailed her, in which she nearly called out to him that he had better put it back; but she conquered it.

‘Where did you put it?’ she asked, when he returned, a little flushed with triumph.

‘Oh, in the summer parlour for now. We can find a place for it in time. – Perhaps in one of the guest bedrooms.’

‘Ah, those,’ she said doubtfully; for while there were several spare bedrooms at Pennacombe House, she had never thought of them as guest bedrooms, for the cogent reason that they never had any guests.

But Valentine caught her look and, with a deeper flush, urged: ‘Well, Louisa, who knows? After all, we—’ He stopped pacing about, and joined her on the sofa. ‘We can surely talk of this now. After all, we have begun, haven’t we?’

Their glance fell in unison on the spot where the fire-screen had stood. It had been, of course, their father’s fire-screen: as peculiar to him as his snuff-box, his gout-slippers, his cold, scornful laugh, and his brassy shout of command.

‘What have we begun, I wonder?’ she said.

‘To live,’ Valentine said, seizing her hand. ‘Louisa, do you  not agree that we are entitled to do so? No one could reproach us for not observing a due period of mourning. Nor – I believe – can either of us reproach ourselves for any hardness of heart. I freely confess that there were times with Father – the worst times – when secretly I almost wished him gone. You can imagine the agony of that recollection when the blow did fall. I have spent so long hating myself – feeling that I was unjust to him in life, and fearing that I fail in respect for his memory . . . Do you understand me?’

‘No one could understand you better,Valentine. And I am sure we are entitled to live. – But it is so very strange. People in our position often console themselves with the thought that “He would wish us to go on with life, and be happy.” And yet, try as I may, I cannot apply that comforting formula to Father.’

‘No,’ he said, fully; and they sat for some moments looking at each other in an intense perplexity, divided between laughter and tears.

‘When you speak of beginning to live,’ she said at last, ‘you mean changing our way of living?’

‘I mean living. Again, it is hard to talk of this without seeming to cast an ill reflection on Father. But if we were to enlarge our views, to be more active in the world, to make decisions – what is to say us nay?’

‘Only the consideration of what Father would think.’

‘Precisely. Now I am three-and-twenty. You are one-and-twenty.’

‘This is easier. My arithmetic is equal to this.’

‘At such an age, we may surely depend upon our own judgement. Indeed we must, for there is now no other to depend upon. Shall we be afraid of this – or shall we welcome it?’

‘I confess the prospect inclines me to both emotions. I may be one-and-twenty, but I am not sure I feel it consistently. Sometimes I feel as staid and sober as forty; other times as foolish as fourteen.’

‘I don’t remember you foolish at fourteen,’ he said gently. ‘You were not permitted to be.’

Even so tentative a criticism of their father’s rule left them guiltily silenced for a moment.

‘Valentine,’ Louisa said, squeezing his hand, ‘if we were to have guests, I do not think we should inflict the fire-screen on them. The cherubs might give them nightmares. – That is, if we were to have guests.’

‘Ah, I say again, who knows?’ Valentine cried, with his keenest and most animated look. ‘My dear Louisa, who knows what may happen?’

Mrs Lappage’s suppositions about life at Pennacombe House were shrewd; but the picture her fancy painted was both gloomier and simpler than the reality.

For the children of the late Sir Clement Carnell, the period following his death was scarcely to be comprehended in any rational sense. They had existed in it as in a dream that held them baffled, paralysed and unable to wake. So accustomed were they to his daily direction that for some  time they had drifted rudderless, unable without great trouble to make the most trifling decision. They even began to believe that he was right: that they were the feeble and disappointing creatures he had always made them out to be - and that they could not do without him.

And yet at the same time they were living on; and through that fog of bereft bewilderment, which Mrs Lappage had guessed at, came shafts of light in which Louisa and Valentine Carnell stood blinking and wondering. For they did not have to fear any more. The guilty starts, the hurried explanations and excuses, the dreary dread of a gathering temper-fit were gone: quite gone. They could sit at ease and think, and no harsh voice would break in on them demanding to know what the devil they were doing idling there. They could even, potentially, do what they wanted; though such was the impress of their father’s domination that neither quite knew what that was, and could only contemplate it like a mysterious parcel not to be opened.

And all this had come about as the result of the death of their only parent! Such a terrible tangle of the feelings could not be quickly undone. The long silence and seclusion that had perturbed Mrs Lappage was inevitable; as inevitable, indeed, as its end. The disposal of the fire-screen, in itself a simple act, represented a momentous turning-point; though on this new path they had taken, Valentine stepped forth with more assurance than Louisa.

He had suffered, perhaps, more than she from Sir Clement’s overbearing influence, and was correspondingly  more impatient to escape it. But his own temper was in any case more volatile than hers. Though generous and warmhearted, he had always been a prey to dark moods, and to finding refuge in gloomy introspection, where she found hers in a carefully guarded sense of the ridiculous. To laugh him out of his distresses had long been her cherished task. Now she found herself lagging a little behind him in the impetuosity of his spirits – though still with that perfect understanding of his feelings produced by their enduring and exceptional bond.

The months following their father’s death had seen him of necessity taking on those duties that Sir Clement had jealously preserved to himself. Valentine was now master of the estate – the squire of Pennacombe, though there was very little that was conventionally squirish about his light, elegant, nervous figure or his sharp mobility of expression

- and must learn the ways of the land-agent and the tenants’ roll. This was all very well, but it was only being his father. Responsibility was solid, but it did not shine. His instincts were as liberal as his father’s had been parsimonious, and so he was content to raise wages, order some gifts of timber and game, and leave the rest in the hands of the steward. Likewise the removal of the fire-screen was followed by some eager declarations about the tearing out of fusty old panelling, of the desirability of french windows and oilcloth; but it was plain to Louisa that the alteration he chiefly sought was to their sequestered and unvarying manner of living; that he craved stimulation, novelty, and company.

For her own part Louisa was very willing to encounter these: she had often sighed, though silently and inwardly, at the dullness of Pennacombe House – but she always had found a means of escape in the library, which had been well stocked by her grandfather, and had richly furnished her mind with amusement and wonder – and a capacity for dreaming besides, which would have shocked Sir Clement, if it had not been beyond his limited powers of imagination to guess at it. Valentine had no such resource. His eyes were turned devotedly outward: each day, following their agreement to begin living, revealed it in some new plan or project. She understood, she sympathised, for she longed also to encounter that greater world of which her reading had given her a tantalising and imperfect idea – but the voice of caution still spoke in her. It was, perhaps, inseparable from the remembered voice of her father, so particularly chill and cutting when either of them made the rare attempt to act independently of his wishes, and came to inevitable grief. The triumphant ring of that I told you so was not to be so easily disposed of as the fire-screen.

In one regard, however, Louisa was resolved to go further in defiance and boldness than her brother. There was one imposition of their father’s that she was very ready to shake off – with no guilt, no lingering sensations of doubt or disloyalty, nothing but delighted vindication. It had a name, and the name was spoken when Valentine made his first solid plan for a change in their way of living.

‘I have been thinking, Louisa, that the third Friday is coming up,’ he said. ‘And thinking that we ought to change it.’

The third Friday in every month was the appointed day on which their father had held a dinner – that is, he had invited the rector, Dr Sayles, to dine, and talked long with him on the necessity of stiff sentences for poachers, and the wiles of the poor, the rector being a man after his own heart in his detestation of greed and licence, and his appreciation of good port. Mourning had furnished an excuse for Valentine and Louisa to discontinue this custom, but the day was approaching when it must be renewed – or, as Valentine suggested, abandoned.

‘For my part, I heartily dislike that self-satisfied old man,’ he said, ‘and I think he has had the run of his teeth at our table quite long enough. Instead, let us have people we like. I should be glad to see poor Mr and Mrs Lappage here: and I am sure the Tresilians will come. We may think of others - but this is surely a start. What do you say?’

‘I would like to see them, certainly. But I wonder whether - well, whether Dr Sayles might not be offended at the omission.’

‘Ah, Louisa, why do you fear to offend someone whose opinion you don’t care for?’Valentine said gently. ‘To be sure, I do know why. But that is something we must change. Else we cannot begin living at all. However, if your conscience is still tender on the matter, we could oblige Father’s memory, and invite someone very much to his liking. I have had another letter from Pearce Lynley: he will soon be among us.’

Louisa turned away from his look of playful triumph. ‘When is it to be?’ was all she could say.

‘Well, he informs me, in his characteristic style, that he is to depart from Nottinghamshire on the eleventh – which is today – and that he intends arriving at Hythe Place on the fourteenth; which allows just enough time to include him in the party, if our invitation is prompt.’

‘I do not think,’ she said carefully, ‘that Mr Lynley would take up an invitation coming so short upon his arrival home. It would require him to be obliging and sociable, and to consider other claims than his own immediate comfort; a requirement that I cannot think will be met, unless during his absence in Nottinghamshire there has been a great transformation of his character.’

‘Ah, that I doubt. His letter is much in the usual manner - regretting again that he has been unable to tender his commiserations to us in person since Father’s death; but he promises that he will call on us as soon as he is able. Indeed he makes a point of it. You are not to escape him, Louisa.’

Not to escape him! These last words might have been expressly chosen to illustrate Louisa’s feeling about Mr Pearce Lynley, and the relation in which they stood.

He was the man for whom Sir Clement had designed his daughter: whose claims her father had been urging since she was scarcely out of girlhood, and the only one, as he had made clear, that he would consent to her marrying while it lay in his power to control her choice. For many years, as it seemed to Louisa, Mr Lynley had been held  out to her as the inevitable shape and image of her future, like a single door at the end of a passage. Her father had never seen any need for delicacy in representing his aims to Mr Lynley himself: had spoken much with that gentleman of his hopes for the future joining of their estates, and referred with his own peculiar species of facetiousness to the little defects of his daughter’s temper and disposition, which it would in time be the pleasure of Mr Lynley as a husband to correct. Anything like an ordinary courtship would not, of course, have suited Sir Clement: he would at once have despised the indulgence of emotion, and mistrusted the liberty of being alone and unobserved that it granted to the participants. But he made sure that Mr Lynley was invited often to Pennacombe House, urged Louisa to help him to the best of the cutlets and to please him with music at the piano afterwards, and generally oversaw and encouraged the business, rather as if it were the progress of a law-suit that he did not doubt would be judged at last in his favour.

Louisa’s own sentiments regarding this appropriation of her hand were so little regarded by her father that on the rare occasions when she was so bold as to hint at her misgivings he was almost bewildered; and it took him a few moments to recover, and to regain the safe ground of ferocity and intransigence. Once there, however, he was quite himself again, and able to inform her that the world was full of coxcombs and rogues whom she was unlikely in her ignorance to spot, and that in choosing Mr Lynley for her he  was doing her a service, which he could only hope would not be quite beyond her stupidity to appreciate.

Mr Lynley was a notable man in the district. He had succeeded to the neighbouring estate of Hythe at a young age, and had at once proved himself more than equal to its responsibilities. Here was all the prompt forcefulness, and indisposition to have his will opposed for a moment, that her father must approve. Beyond that, Mr Lynley, though only five years Louisa’s senior, possessed a degree of reserve, of cool self-possession and disinclination to think well of the world as befitted an older man; and all of these qualities recommended him to her father, who disliked youth on principle. That he was wealthy and of good family went without saying - her father esteemed no one who was not: but equally important, there was no fashionable extravagant nonsense about him.

The admiration was returned. Mr Lynley accorded her father a respect that, given his own fortune and standing, could have nothing to do with fear or calculation. He seemed to find Sir Clement’s strictness perennially refreshing, and heard even his most extreme pronouncements with his dry thin smile of assent. As to his admiration of her – which was to be assumed, since Mr Lynley showed perfect willingness to go along with her father’s plans – Louisa could only be grateful that he did not trouble himself to give it expression. She was scarcely equal to the prospect of being marked out for a man whom she disliked as much as she disliked Pearce Lynley; and could not have endured it if he had added to his vast assurance the urgency of the lover.

There was no sign of this, however. He seemed to have assessed her as a well-bred young woman who would be a thoroughly suitable match, whose fifteen thousand pounds would make a comfortable addition to a comfortable income, and who – being well trained by her upbringing – must be sensible of her good fortune in having her marital destiny so easily laid out before her. There had indeed been, shortly before her father’s death, strong hints from Mr Lynley that he was ready to declare himself – or, rather, to enter into possession, like a man foreclosing on a mortgage. But circumstances had carried him quite out of the neighbourhood for the whole of the succeeding time. – He had been on a long visit to his maternal grandmother, who was in sole possession of a large property in Nottinghamshire, and was accustomed to rely on him for the direction of her affairs.

It had been for Louisa a blessed absence. Her detestation of Pearce Lynley was so complete that she could easily acquit herself of not liking him simply because her father wished otherwise. This was not rebellion: this was choice. There was nothing displeasing about Mr Lynley’s person, for he was a handsome, imposing man; but the arrogance and superiority of his manner repelled her, and she found in his presence a chill, a want of humanity that jarred on her deepest sensibilities. He was, perhaps, all too reminiscent of her father; but where Louisa, being of a warm, quick, affectionate nature, could not help but love her father even when he was oppressing her with unhappiness, she was under no such obligation to Mr Lynley. The news of his imminent return  to Devonshire roused at first the old feeling of dismay; but it was quickly followed by something much livelier and sharper: Pearce Lynley now lacked an advocate. Valentine did not much care for him, and liberty of choice was in any case to be the first principle of their new life together; and so when Mr Lynley next brought his vast assurance to Pennacombe House he would encounter only Louisa’s true feelings, hitherto obscured by evasion and trammelled by duty.

So she joined in with Valentine’s preparations for a revolutionary dinner; still she remained cautious enough to gasp a little at the number of wines he proposed, and when, on the Thursday, she passed Dr Sayles in the village on his highbred hunter, she suffered a guilty pang. But when she thought of Pearce Lynley, the flag of defiance waved high. She even had a curious dream, in which the fire-screen was painted not with cherubs but with various representations of Mr Lynley’s face; and instead of consigning it to a spare room, she was taking great pleasure in throwing it on to a merry bonfire.




 Chapter III 


I am so very glad to welcome you to Pennacombe again,’ Louisa told Mrs Lappage, ‘and I am sorry that – well, I regret that we have not been able to do so for such a long time. The circumstances being – oh, Lord, how difficult it is!’

‘My dear Louisa, don’t say another word. I have never pretended to be a clever woman, but one thing I can claim to possess is discretion. Believe me, there is absolutely nothing that you, or dear Valentine, have the slightest need to apologise for. If offence lies anywhere, it lies in an entirely different quarter – but that I will not even allude to. And how well you are looking! Quite a brilliancy in your complexion! Valentine too – such elegance – such a taking figure. It has been a sad long winter for you, my dear, in more ways than one – but there, I won’t allude to it. I hope I have more discretion than that.’

Mrs Lappage, a neat, small woman prettily faded, like good wallpaper in a sunny room, was all unaffected pleasure at finding herself in the drawing-room at Pennacombe House. Her smiles, her civility were universal – as was her observation; and her  eyes brightened most keenly whenever their glance fell on some change or innovation.

‘I cannot help remarking, my dear, how very much lighter and airier it is in here than my remembrance. The removal of those heavy brocades, I fancy. And was that not John Colley’s youngest daughter I saw in the hall? A very pretty, pleasant girl, I am sure she will do well – and poor Mrs Deene has long needed more help, though it was never seen in certain quarters. But you need not fear I shall make any allusion to that, my dear. I should be a very blundering insensible creature if I did. Yes, Mr Lappage, did you want me?’

Mr Lappage, however, did not: this little appeal being a reflexive habit in Mrs Lappage, to make sure her husband had not gone to sleep.

The small party was completed by a family with whom Louisa and Valentine had long been on close terms. The Tresilians, as Valentine had said, would surely come. During Sir Clement’s time they had been among the few visitors who were, if not exactly welcomed, at least tolerated at Pennacombe House. Old Mr Tresilian, dead some half a dozen years since, had begun as a merchant shipping chinaclay out of Teignmouth, and had risen swiftly to riches and eminence. He had built himself a good house inland, a short ride from Pennacombe, and there lived in such a respectable manner that Sir Clement felt himself able to ignore his origins and speak well of him, his good opinion being further secured by old Mr Tresilian’s temper, which tended to the  dour and severe. His only son had inherited The Ridings, and the substantial shipping interests, and was a considerable man in the district – but he had revealed a terrible flaw in his character.

James Tresilian had married very young, and against his father’s wishes. His bride was still younger: a delicate, entrancing creature, who was staying with relatives at Teignmouth, and was as pretty, giddy and fashionable as she was penniless. The couple had been united after the briefest of courtships, and to a general prophecy that young Mr Tresilian would rue. Seldom can a prediction have been so satisfyingly realised. The young lady rapidly repented of her choice, led her husband a merry dance of trouble, discontent and mild scandal, and made him as thoroughly unhappy as the most disinterested observer could wish, before succumbing within a twelvemonth of the wedding to a galloping consumption, and leaving Mr Tresilian a sorrowing widower, chastened by experience, at an age when most men were just contemplating matrimony.

Sir Clement, of course, had disapproved most heartily. James Tresilian, though some years Valentine’s senior, had been his nearest friend since boyhood; and after this episode, one of Sir Clement’s prohibitions might easily have been expected. Yet Mr Tresilian’s fall so perfectly vindicated Sir Clement’s beliefs about the consequences of wilful independence that he could not have borne to exclude him from his circle: to forgo the pleasure of saying, with a shake of his head, ‘Ah! here’s poor Tresilian – an example to us all, alas’;  of moralising on Mr Tresilian’s hollow cheek and muted manner; and above all of making his unfailing jests on the way in which the ill-fated attachment had begun.

Mr Tresilian, walking along the sea-front at Teignmouth, had rescued the young lady’s hat, which had been carried away by the wind. This simple circumstance never lost its power to elicit Sir Clement’s brittle mirth. ‘Ah, Tresilian,’ he would say, ‘you have learned your lesson, I think, and will not go chasing hats again, hey?’; and if ever he heard in the neighbourhood of a rash or imprudent marriage – and to Sir Clement virtually all marriages were such – he would sweeten his outrage with the reflection: ‘Someone has been chasing flying hats again – poor fool!’ By the time of Sir Clement’s death, the incident of Mr Tresilian’s marriage was some seven or eight years in the past; Mr Tresilian had gone on with his solitary life, prospered, and ceased to be an object of general interest, but Sir Clement persisted in his acid pleasantries to the end.

Fortunately Mr Tresilian was a man of imperturbable temperament, who responded to the harshest of Sir Clement’s sallies with his characteristic half-smile. Loyalty to Valentine, to whom he stood in something of the relation of an elder brother, perhaps accounted for it; but there might also have been a wish to see this relation made real. – He had a younger sister, Kate: a shy though not awkward girl, much accustomed to rely on his protection. A year or so ago, she and Valentine had danced much together at one of the rare assemblies the young Carnells were suffered to attend; and  afterwards, the time being February, she had sent him a Valentine verse, partly inspired, it seemed, by the aptness of his name. This for Sir Clement was unthinkably bold, even if undertaken in playful fashion; yet it served as a useful warning. Well set up and respectable the Tresilians might be, but Sir Clement made it clear that when the time came for the heir of Pennacombe to marry, he must aim at a connection much superior to that.

What Valentine felt Louisa could not quite tell: that he was flattered was no less plain than that he was embarrassed; and Louisa suspected that he shared his father’s views at least in this: that he did not look to find romantic attachment so close to home. His was an expansive and idealising temperament. ‘When I marry,’ he had once said to her, ‘but then, you know, even to say those words indicates a dismal state of comfortable preparation. One cannot prepare – expect – anticipate. There is no planning an event that must begin like lightning striking from the sky, overturning and oversetting everything.’

Whether Kate Tresilian had intended a declaration, or whether Mr Tresilian still entertained any hopes in that direction, Louisa again could not tell. – Kate had returned to shyness, and he was always impossible to read. He was an odd, whimsical character; though gentleman-like, more at ease with sea-captains and ship’s-chandlers than in society; and though Louisa liked him, was often amused by him and valued the unobtrusive friendship he had always shown to Valentine, she could not help but secretly deplore  the spiritless way he submitted to her father’s facetious contempt. He possessed fortune and independence, and owed Sir Clement nothing; and she for one did not consider those events of his past – of which, being then only a girl, she had a mere sketch of remembrance – to be an occasion of shame. Altogether she could not understand it: unless his unhappy adventure in matrimony had left him so defeated that his self-respect was quite extinguished.

There was something of that in Mr Tresilian’s appearance: in his lean angular frame, his sadly scuffed boots, and the dusty-fair hair, which – to the impatience of Valentine, who was particular about his Grecian crop – he allowed to grow like a careless boy’s. His habit of silence suggested it likewise; but he could speak with quickness and point when the subject interested him, as now, when on sitting down to dinner Mr Lappage mentioned the war news.

‘It is an apt time for new departures,’ Mr Tresilian said. ‘The latest intelligence is that the Austrians are within a hundred miles of Paris, Wellington is far advanced into the south, and Bonaparte is at bay on all sides.’

‘Surely he is finished at last,’ said Mr Lappage.

‘He may yet have a trick up his sleeve – but certainly he cannot produce new armies out of thin air.’

‘That detestable monster,’ cried Mrs Lappage, who felt warmly on every subject. ‘I hope he will be brought sternly to answer for all the wrongs he has done.’

‘Of course, the loser in any dispute is always in the wrong,’ Mr Tresilian remarked.

‘Come, Tresilian, never tell me you feel any sympathy for Bonaparte,’ Valentine said. ‘The war has been putting your ships in danger a hundred times.’

‘Oh, I only wonder, as a matter of curiosity, whom we shall find to hate after he is gone: we have got so used to a good, comfortable state of loathing that I fear we may be bereft without it. For myself, I shall be glad to see him fall. All that tedious adventuring. Crossing the Alps and whatnot.’

‘Well, there, for all his later tyrannies, one must admire the spirit of daring that animated him,’ Louisa said.

‘Really?’ said Mr Tresilian. ‘I don’t see why. The Alps must have been put there for a very good reason. I have never wished to cross even a single Alp. He should have stayed at home and found an occupation: that was the trouble.’

‘Well, we have had enough of war, that is certain,’ said Valentine. He had already had his glass refilled several times, and it was with a dreamy inward look that he added: ‘Aye, we have had enough of those times.’

‘My dear Valentine, those are my sentiments exactly,’ Mrs Lappage cried. Then, in a lower tone: ‘Dear me – old habit - of course I should say Mr Carnell.’

‘No, no, ma’am, none of that frosty ceremony,’ said Valentine, eagerly. ‘I would have only openness and ease at Pennacombe from now on. If the master of this house is to receive any respect, let it be earned by genuine esteem and affection. – Mr Lappage, I see your glass is not filled. Christmas, now – come next Christmas, I mean to observe it in the proper manner. I regret to say that lately even the  village carollers have been frightened to approach the gate. Next time we shall see some true hospitality.’

‘Watchmaking,’ said Mr Tresilian. ‘There’s a proper profession. Plenty of interest and satisfaction. One never hears of a watchmaker crossing the Alps.’

‘But, my dear James, he might want to,’ gently suggested his sister.

‘Then he would be a very silly watchmaker,’ Mr Tresilian said gloomily. ‘What do you think, Miss Rose?’

The lady thus addressed had been taken into the household at The Ridings a few years ago, being a second cousin of the Tresilians and having fallen upon hard times – meaning she had reached a certain age without anybody wanting to marry her. For Sir Clement this charity had been a slight further evidence of the softening of Mr Tresilian’s brain consequent on the chasing of hats; but it might with justice have been a sorer cause of repentance for a man not possessed of Mr Tresilian’s patience. Not that Miss Rose was any trouble: indeed, it was the very aim and desire of her life not to be so, as she was constantly asserting. An early attempt on the part of the Tresilians to acknowledge their relationship, and soften the sting of dependence by calling her Aunt, had been quite rejected by her aggressive humility; and though she had the dignity of the housekeeping keys, and the chaperonage of Kate, she could never sufficiently declare herself unworthy of them.

‘I beg your pardon, Mr Tresilian,’ she answered, ‘and it is a great nuisance in me, I know, to be so particular where I  can claim absolutely no right to consideration – but may I ask to what specifically your question refers?’

‘Bonaparte,’ said Mr Tresilian, drinking his wine, and raising his heavy eyes a little at its quality. ‘What to do with him. Hang, burn, or drown. Or all three.’

‘My dear sir,’ Miss Rose said, with her little squeezed cough of self-deprecation,‘to consult my opinion on a matter of national moment is so very inapposite that I could almost bring myself to protest at it – if it were not for my consciousness that the enquiry is meant as a token of polite attention, but I hope I am very far from expecting any such tokens, or considering them my right in the least. If ever I did lapse into such unwarranted vanity, I hope I should drop myself in the river directly.’

‘Dear Miss Rose, I wish you wouldn’t speak of the river so,’ said Kate.

‘My dear Miss Tresilian, if you wish it, then of course I shall not do so. Anything other than a complete acquiescence would be shockingly unbecoming of my position. I hope indeed I should accept any prohibition of my speech without a murmur – even if it were an injunction to absolute silence,’ said Miss Rose, in her most frozen and petrified manner, accompanying her speech with the penitential half-closing of her eyes, which suggested that even the power of sight she regarded as a presumption in a being such as herself.

‘Well, ma’am, Bonaparte and the war and all of that is poor dull stuff, I’m sure you will agree,’Valentine said. ‘Take a glass of wine, if you please, and think no more of it.’

‘I beg your pardon, Mr Carnell, but your inviting me to take a glass of wine is an attention that I cannot with good conscience allow myself freely to accept, even at the risk of rewarding your condescension with ingratitude,’ murmured Miss Rose, with a little drawing-in of her thin, tissuey form, as if to take up less room on her chair. ‘I stand in a position of dependence, quite as much as a child to a parent, and I hope I shall never forget to refer any such question to my benefactor: indeed, the moment I do forget, I hope I may drop myself off a cliff.’

‘Drink the wine or not, as you choose, ma’am,’ said Mr Tresilian, with the bluff patience that never seemed to fail him. ‘I’d advise it, for it’s good and heady. You have made a proper start on the cellars, Valentine.’

‘I hope I have,’ said Valentine, colouring a little, ‘for they have done little enough before now to justify their existence - which I take to be the fostering of conviviality and general enjoyment.’

But Miss Rose’s determination to be ignored and slighted was not yet satisfied; and there must be a good deal more fuss about her taking a glass of wine, and her insisting that she did not expect such a privilege, before the matter was done, Miss Rose in this demonstrating the peculiar talent of those who proclaim their absence of self-esteem for getting a lot of attention by pretending they never get any.

The dinner passed pleasantly enough; but it was large and rich, neither Valentine nor Louisa being at all experienced in the planning of such things, and both of them inclined to  liberality; and the wines in particular took their toll of Valentine. Louisa was just hesitating over that awkward responsibility of the hostess, of rising and inviting the ladies to retire, and wondering whether a parade-ground bark of ‘Drawing-room – quick march!’ might answer, when Valentine rose to his feet.

‘I hope you will give me leave to say something,’ he announced. ‘It is this. I wish to apologise. Not for myself, but for – well, let us say only that most of you, indeed all of you, have at some time been subjected to unpleasantness, even insult, from a certain quarter, in this household. At the time I refer to, it did not lie in my power to express my regret for these proceedings; but now it does, and without for a moment wishing to speak ill of – of anyone, I must convey to you that sincerest regret, and to assure you that those times are quite gone.’ Valentine’s eye fell wanderingly over the company: their silence seemed rather to encourage than dismay him; and he was just embarked on a ‘Furthermore ...’ when Mr Tresilian got up and clasped his arm in an access of warmth and gratitude, which almost looked like a determination to press him back into his seat before he could say any more.

Louisa took her cue to lead the ladies out, trusting that Mr Tresilian would be vigilant over the port; and though there were only Mrs Lappage, Miss Tresilian and Miss Rose to be entertained, all well known to her, she presided over the tea-things in some confusion, and not without some startling crashes, as if she were going at her task with hammer  and chisel. In truth she was so unaccustomed to wine that the very little she had taken had dizzied her head; and beyond that, she was not as comfortable with the occasion as she had hoped to be. Acting the hostess felt strange; the very house felt strange with this unprecedented company in it; she wanted everyone to be easy and contented, but could not be so herself. Part of her regretted Valentine’s outburst - yet she would have fiercely defended him against anyone who had questioned its propriety. Altogether she was in a thoroughly mixed state of feeling over their new enterprise of living.

It required only a little conversation with Mrs Lappage, however, to restore her to a consciousness of its one great advantage. That lady talked tactfully around the matter of Valentine’s little speech – conveyed as delicately as she could that she did not take it amiss in the slightest, and that if it had been up to her, there would have been some much stronger expressions, and that when it came to apology, there had long been an apology due to Valentine and Louisa from a certain quarter; and then, brightening, appraised Louisa with a glance, and cried: ‘But there, we look to happier times, as Valentine said, and I see those in your bright looks, my dear. Such a skin! And I like excessively the way you have trimmed your gown – that is the newest mode, I should think.’

‘If it is, I have hit on it most luckily, for I know nothing of the newest modes,’ Louisa answered frankly. ‘Valentine spoke of my having a new gown from Exeter, but I – I had an idea for making something pretty of this one.’ In truth  she had scrupled to accept, because the voice of her father still spoke in her, sternly reproving the notion of fligging herself up in new clothes as soon as mourning was over.
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