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He hath shewed strength with his arm; he hath scattered the proud in the imagination of their hearts.


Luke 2:51


I am certain of nothing but the holiness of the heart’s affections and the truth of the imagination – what the imagination seizes as beauty must be truth.


Keats
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Catherine March.


That was the name she had been given twenty years ago. Catherine, because it happened to be next on the overseer’s list; and March, after the month in which she’d been found abandoned on the steps of Tonbridge Orphanage.


She hated the name. It was an institute name, a label to identify an unwanted child; and in defiance she’d always called herself Kitty, which wasn’t half as grand but at least was something of her own choosing. Kitty was the real her, a very private yet spirited young woman kept hidden carefully from the world, whereas Catherine March was a different person entirely – the outward skin which she wore as protective disguise. And it was Catherine March who this morning was to be married to a man she did not love, a man she scarcely knew, a man of whom Kitty for all her brave mettle was secretly a little afraid.


Oliver van der Kleve.


That Mr van der Kleve was a gentleman of some wealth, holding a good position in society, ameliorated the situation only somewhat. He was twice Kitty’s age, a widower with a daughter; though he was not unattractive, the coldness of his manner and the superior detachment he adopted towards her had caused his wife-to-be a good deal of puzzlement as to his reasons for wishing to make her the second Mrs van der Kleve.


She was not a vain young woman, but she had only to look in a glass to know that she was beautiful, and only to see the admiration reflected in the eyes of men to know that she was desirable. Therefore it seemed strange that her suitor had never once spoken either of beauty or desire, but only of compliance, and docility, and dutifulness, words she had heard all her young life from the overseers of one institution or another, but which went ill with what she supposed was the tender intimacy of marriage. On the day he had asked that she become his wife, Mr van der Kleve had made his proposal a command, not an invitation; and she who had been trained to obey authority from infancy had complied, acknowledging the extraordinary honour being paid to her – a no one, a foundling, a charity child – with “if such is your wish, sir” longing, but not daring to enquire of him the reason why.


Kitty yawned and arched her back, easing away the slight stiffness from her shoulders; and rising from the edge of the bed, crossed the dim room to the casement window. Dawn was breaking at last to end the dragging hours of the night, hours in which she’d lain staring into the darkness while the slow tick of the long case clock outside the door marked off the seconds taking her towards this changing point of her life. The past lay charted out behind her like a road running through familiar country, signposted along the way with memories. Ahead, the future covered an entirely new landscape through which she must now journey; a foreign country beckoning her with its promise of a world of which before she could no more than dream. She was terribly afraid – yet at the same time exhilarated by the dazzling adventure she was about to embark upon.


She pushed aside the piece of net at the window and looked out into the street. In the east, above the rooftops of Tunbridge Wells, the pale grey light of an April morning was beginning to creep across the skyline. Beyond the open slopes of the Common where sheep and cattle grazed, the gas lamps were being extinguished slowly one by one along the length of Mount Ephraim. When a new dawn broke, the world would still be the same; but she would be in a different room, bearing a different name.


Catherine van der Kleve.


The young woman repeated it out loud, her warm breath clouding the glass. However many times she said it, it sounded awkward and unfamiliar still, that of a stranger. Catherine van der Kleve. Oh, but what a fine ring it had, to be sure – a name to impress tradesfolk. Once it was hers, would it change her at all, she wondered with a sudden nervous thrill of excitement. As Catherine March, of unknown parentage, she’d had only her striking beauty to speak for her, that, and her quick intelligence; but as Mrs van der Kleve, wife of a well-to-do merchant banker, she would acquire all the advantages of class which such a position in society was bound to attract.


Could she still remain the same? Still, beneath all the traps and trimmings of wealth, the same Kitty who had learned from the unloving years of the orphanage and the spite and mockery of being a charity scholar at Miss Meyrick’s Academy, how to protect herself from hurt and loneliness behind the façade of being Catherine March? Who could say? Only one thing was certain, that the whole tenor of her life was about to be altered in the most radical fashion.


She rubbed away the condensation from the panes, and leaned to look out to the left along the dawn-lit street towards the blackly silhouetted spire of St Bride’s Church. There in five hours’ time, she would be required to repeat a formula of words, receive a ring upon her finger, and thereby bind herself to a man whom she regarded as the personification of authority, to be obeyed in all things and in every way.


The thought of it sent another little shiver running through her, though whether that was the anticipation of the wedding ceremony itself, or the realisation of what an extraordinary future was being offered her, she could not tell.


“Oh, beg pardon, miss –”


The sudden unexpected sound of a child’s voice made Kitty turn quickly.


“Only I didn’t knock in case you was asleep still.”


The small face peering in a halo of lamplight round the opened door was almost hidden beneath the frills of a large and not very clean muslin cap which Kitty recognised as the uniform of the workhouse children employed here at the Academy as domestic labour.


“Madam said to light you a fire first thing,” the child continued, advancing herself a little further through the doorway, “on account o’ you wanted to bathe yourself, miss.”


There was a smile. “Yes. Yes, that’s right.”


The cap promptly withdrew and reappeared again moments later together with the rest of its owner’s small thin body, accompanied by a scuttle of coal which was brought into the room by the simple expedient of dragging it backwards across the carpet to the black-leaded grate.


Kitty observed this exercise in pitying silence. During her first year as a pupil here at Miss Meyrick’s Academy for Young Ladies, she too had been required to rise at dawn and see to the lighting of fires in the private quarters of the large, draughty house, and she well recalled the weight of a coal scuttle carried up four flights of stairs from the back yard.


While the child fetched in the lamp from the corridor, the young woman took up her wrapper from a chair and drew it over her high-necked flannel nightgown before seating herself. Last night at supper in the dining hall below she had been treated to a most sickening display of deference from Miss Meyrick, as though this forthcoming marriage to one of the board school’s principal benefactors had expunged the past entirely and wiped clear all memory of the unhappy humiliations she’d been made to suffer at its proprietress’s hands. She who had formerly been the despised charity scholar had found herself invited to a place at the top table; and it had proved a most curious experience indeed to be up there on the dais looking across the bowed and silent heads of pupils to the bench at the back of the hall where once upon a time she’d been required to take her own meals apart.


She could never call this place home; yet from the age of eight she had lived here, her board and education paid for by the orphanage scholarship she’d won, and after the past two years spent abroad it was the only roof she had to return to from which to be married.


Interrupting her thoughts, the little skivvy clattered the coal tongs into the hearth and twisting round awkwardly on her knees, said cheerfully, “I’ll make you up a good bright fire, shall I, miss? You won’t want to be a-catching a chill for the church, I’m sure.”


Kitty responded with another friendly smile. Then, for the sake of sharing a kind word, asked, “What is your name, may I know?”


“It’s Em’ly. Em’ly, miss.”


“Well, Emily, and have you been working here long?”


“Only since Christmas, miss.” The small hands, already scullery-roughened and red, began laying sticks of kindling across the screws of oily newspaper in the grate.


“Do you like it?”


There was a hesitation, and then a too-hurried nod of the muslin cap.


Seeing that was all the answer she would get to her question, Kitty went on conversationally, “And how old are you, Emily?”


“Twelve, miss.”


“Twelve? What a big girl you are, indeed. I came here first when I was eight.”


“Lor’ –! You was no more’n a little ’un, was you, miss.” A shower of sparks from the Vesta match lit the child’s face for a moment.


“And I remained for ten years before leaving.”


Emily directed a look over her shoulder as if she could not quite believe that anyone could stay so long in this place and not bear some outward scar of the experience. “Meself, I’d be dead afore then,” she commented philosophically, turning back to tend the small flame kindled among the paper.


There was a short silence; then, on a note of some caution – “Beg pardon for asking, miss, but is it true? Is it true what Cook says, that you’ve been away in foreign parts?”


“Oh, is that what Cook says?”


“Yes, miss. France, she says.”


“I wonder how she knows of that.”


“Oh, she knows everything, does Cook, Miss. To hear her talk, you’d suppose there wasn’t a thing could happen in Tunbridge Wells wi’out her being first to learn of it.”


“And what is it she has to say of me?”


“Well –” The child seemed embarrassed suddenly.


Kitty at once regretted letting her curiosity prompt her to ask that question, and was about to change the subject when the answer came a trifle awkwardly.


“She says the gentleman you’re to wed paid money to have you turned out a lady, miss.”


Turned out a lady … Put like that, it sounded so cold, nothing more than the business investment which, in truth, it no doubt was for Mr van der Kleve.


“You’re not offended, I hope?” The pinched face under its incongruous cap looked towards her with something approaching real fear. “It’s lies I’m sure, miss. Anybody can see you’re quality born. Janet says.”


“Janet?”


“The scullery maid, miss. It’s her as is fetching your hot water up directly.”


Having suddenly reminded herself of this fact, Emily at once began heaping lumps of coal upon the crackling wood, at the same time continuing hurriedly, “You went to France to be finished, that’s what Janet says. To learn how folk there dress theirselves, and mind their manners, and talk, an’ all. She says belikes you dined off frogs’ hind legs and snails – you didn’t truly, did you, miss?”


This last was added almost disbelievingly with another snatched glance across the shoulder.


Kitty shook her head. Such questionable gastronomic delicacies had not been part of the fare offered to those young women attending the English finishing school in Paris to which Oliver van der Kleve had paid for her to be sent two years earlier, in 1863. It was true, though, that she had learned to be ‘a lady’ – to conduct herself at all times with dignity and decorum; to understand the art of entertaining and the management of a good table; to control servants and inferiors with fair yet firm discipline; to hold pleasing conversation on divers topics; to appreciate the etiquette of dress; to know the significance of social customs such as ‘at homes’ and visiting cards and be able to observe them correctly – all these and a hundred other things which marked the invisible boundary of class and cultural division in Victorian society.


“There –” Emily announced, jerking her head as sounds from without indicated the arrival of the water jugs. “That’ll be Janet now.”


Rising from her knees she made for the door, the lamplight throwing the shadow of her cap grotesquely against the ceiling, and a whisper of conversation ensued outside in the corridor before both came in together and set about preparing the hearth, fetching an enamelled hip-bath from the dressing room, filling it, and erecting a screen around to give the bather both privacy and some protection from draughts.


When the pair had gone, two peas from the same pod almost, dipping curtsies from the door, Kitty discarded herself of wrapper and nightgown and got into the tub while the water was still pleasantly warm. The fire had burned up now, taking the edge off the chill in the room, and she sat for some minutes with her knees up beneath her chin enjoying the sensation of gentle heat on her nakedness. While she’d been a boarder here at the Academy, pupils were required to bathe dressed from chin to ankle in a coarse grey sackcloth garment so that no part of the body was exposed: only the worst type of female showed her limbs, said Miss Meyrick, and it was an offence verging upon grossness to look at oneself or one’s neighbour whilst in a state of undress.


Kitty’s friend Harriet – her only friend – said that gentlemen actually paid to see ladies thus. And worse, that husbands slept quite naked with their wives (though for what purpose she was unclear). The thought of sharing a bed with an unclothed man, husband or no, had quite horrified Kitty at the time; and it horrified her still, though with a tinge of curiosity. Would she be expected to oblige Mr van der Kleve in such a fashion? Would he demand that she removed her drawers and chemise and allow him to see her with no other cover to her shame than a bedsheet?


The blood coloured the young woman’s cheeks. Slowly she lowered her knees to glance down at herself, pushing back the heavy waves of honey-pale hair from her shoulders. The firelight gilded the tips of her full, firm breasts and glistened on the drops of moisture pearling her skin. “A vessel of corruption, fair without and foul within” – that was how Mr Pugh the minister had often described the female form in his hour-long Sunday homilies to Miss Meyrick’s pupils. “The Devil’s own bait to lure menfolk into sin.” Perhaps that was why he had married a wife with a face like a dead cod, Harriet said – to keep himself from being tempted.


Kitty took up the cake of hard yellow soap and began to lather her legs. The dancing master at her finishing school had complimented her frequently upon the grace of her carriage and had one day embarrassed her greatly by referring to the length of her jolies jambes as though long legs were a most admirable asset to a woman. She herself had never given much thought to them, apart from being thankful that they were straight and not bowed apart by rickets, or else lamed like poor Harriet’s so that one was shorter than the other. The same dancing master had complimented her, too, upon the trimness of her waist; and in her final week at the school had even gone so far as to kiss both her hands at the end of a polka waltz, a gesture which had thrown her into considerable confusion.


Kitty looked down at herself once more in critical examination; then, ashamed at such indelicacy, applied the soap with increased vigour until her skin was covered with a lather of iridescent suds. If indeed husbands and wives slept together in the same bed unclothed, as Harriet said, might that perhaps have something to do with the begetting of children? She had no idea how a woman came by babies, except that they were formed within her body through some association with the monthly courses. Would her future husband wish her to bear him a child? She supposed so. He already had a daughter by his first wife, but no son to inherit his place in the family bank of van der Kleve Lindemanns.


True, he’d never spoken of wanting an heir; but then, their conversations together had scarcely invited such confidence, being the stiltedly overpolite exchanges of almost-strangers. The only occasions upon which he ever passed personal comment were when he expressed satisfaction with the gowns and the jewellery which he himself had chosen and bought for her.


“He has a heart somewhere, to be sure,” Harriet Seymour had put when writing to Kitty upon her betrothal in the summer of the previous year. “I pray that you find it, dearest, and when you do, that you discover it is not made entirely of marbled stone.”


Rinsing the lather from her creamy skin, the young bride-to-be fervently hoped that such might indeed be the case, and that once they were wed her husband would reveal a warmer and kindlier side to his nature. He had invested a good deal of both time and money in having her fashioned into the type of wife he seemed to desire, therefore he must at least like her. That was something upon which she must endeavour to build, for where there was a liking, affection was bound to follow in due time. Such things, Kitty reflected in a spirit of brave optimism as she reached for the towel, were surely a natural outcome of the married state.


Her life so far had been a cold, unloved existence, a joyless discipline of regulation and rule. This union with Mr van der Kleve offered security and comfort and status, the opportunity to reach towards undreamed-of horizons, to be mistress of the kind of household where she might very well have found herself employed as servant had Fate gone otherwise.


It would have been unthinkable to reject his proposal.


“Wilt thou have this man to thy wedded husband, to live together after God’s ordinance in the holy estate of Matrimony? Wilt thou obey him, and serve him, love, honour, and keep him in sickness and in health –”


In the echoing stillness of St Bride’s the minister’s voice had a sepulchral quality to it.


“– and, forsaking all other, keep thee only unto him, so long as ye both shall live?”


Kitty’s lips parted but no sound issued from them. Beside her she was aware of Oliver van der Kleve, and behind him the small congregation, all waiting for her to make her response. Mutely she stared at The Book of Common Prayer held open in the minister’s hands, and sensed rather than saw her bridegroom’s head turn towards her and his mouth tighten impatiently.


There was a clearing of the throat and the Reverend Mr Edward Terris repeated himself.


“And, forsaking all other, keep thee only unto him, so long as ye both shall live?”


The young woman met his eyes. They held a professional smiling sympathy. She was not the first bride who had been struck dumb at the altar rail, nor would she be the last.


He leaned forward with a prompting murmur. “Say ‘I will’, my dear.”


The trembling cascade of orange blossom held beneath her breast betrayed the rapid pounding of her heart. She felt herself shaking in every limb with a nervousness that was part apprehension and part a strangely heady excitement.


She drew in a breath; then, huskily, with a quick little nod – “I will.”


But it was Catherine March, not Kitty, who spoke that promise; and Catherine van der Kleve, not Kitty, who a short while later lifted back her wedding veil and offered her mouth to her husband for his kiss.
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From the first, Beatrice van der Kleve had not approved of her brother’s proposed marriage. While he’d remained a widower she was in effect mistress of his house; but another wife meant she must yield her place and be forced to hand over the management of the household into the care of the newcomer.


Being a woman who enjoyed her superior position, she could not stomach being thus deprived of all authority. For the past six years, since the death of her sister-in-law Maria, she had devoted herself to the running of Sion Place with a meticulous discipline which was reflected in every aspect of the domestic scene. Each minute of each day had its routine and rule and regulation, and woe betide the servant who forgot. She was respected by the tradesmen of the town, but not liked; she was liked by her few friends, but not loved. In fact, the only one person ever to love Beatrice van der Kleve was her motherless niece Angelina, and that was with the fawning, self-interested affection of a spoilt child.


She was now in her forty-fifth year, a tall woman with strong, square features framed by heavy plaits of dark hair, and watchful, unsmiling eyes which seemed to hold criticism of all they looked upon.


Those eyes at this moment were observing the second Mrs van der Kleve, seated beside her new husband at the wedding breakfast in the terrace room of Sion Place.


What on earth had possessed Oliver to cumber himself with the wretched girl, Beatrice could not think. His decision was his own, and she must of course respect it; but the wisdom of such a choice left itself greatly open to question.


“She is a work of art which it is my intention to acquire,” he had answered one day when his sister pressed him for some explanation of his behaviour. “Should I say, an unfinished thing of beauty which I believe may be moulded into the ideal.”


He had first set eyes on this ‘unfinished thing of beauty’ some four years ago, when little Angelina had gone as a day pupil to Miss Meyrick’s Academy for Young Ladies on the London Road. Catherine March was then sixteen, a quiet and seemingly tractable girl being educated on a charity scholarship awarded annually by the Church Orphanage Trust, to enable a suitable female to be trained for the post of governess.


For some months Oliver had covertly followed Miss March’s progress, and on her seventeenth birthday had arranged that she remain at the Academy as assistant teacher to the reception class. The first intimation Beatrice had of his personal interest in the girl was a tearful complaint from Angelina that Miss March was wearing her Mama’s best India shawl; and upon making enquiry of her brother, she was informed that indeed, he had given the shawl as a gift, feeling pity for the girl that her own was so patched and darned.


That he should pay such a singular favour – that shawl had been his late wife’s favourite – had set Beatrice against Catherine March from the beginning: had she been a person of any moral sensibility she would have refused to accept it, not flaunted it about her shoulders for the admiration and envy of her fellow boarders. Then, two years ago, the sly creature had accepted Oliver’s offer to send her abroad to a finishing school to put a gloss upon her manners; and naturally, when he later proposed marriage, the answer was a foregone conclusion.


Beatrice van der Kleve eyed her new sister-in-law with narrowed dislike. To look at her, sitting there so quiet and demure in her Westbourne Grove wedding gown, one would think butter wouldn’t melt in her pretty pink mouth.


Aloud she said smoothly, “You gave us all quite a fright, Catherine dear, when you faltered in your responses at the altar. We thought perhaps you may have had a change of mind.”


“That was nerves, Beatrice! Nerves, nothing more.” The Reverend Mr Edward Terris spoke up in Kitty’s defence before she could answer for herself. “I’ve scarce ever known a young woman not stumble upon her words. A good sign, that. Shows how solemnly she has set her thoughts upon the gravity of her marriage pledge.”


He inclined himself with a smile towards the bride, the smug assurance of his expression emphasising the slight pomposity of an otherwise handsome countenance; and at the sight of that smile Beatrice’s pale, narrow lips tightened a little more.


Edward Terris was her brother’s friend, and a frequent guest at Sion Place. He was of that breed which attracts itself strongly to the emotional hunger of a certain type of woman, being both a bachelor and a clergyman; though in the case of Mr Terris, his lack of a wife was not due to any fear of the female sex, but simply to the fact of having been wounded in love early in life. He had yet to meet another woman with sufficiently pleasing attributes to win his whole-hearted affection. Beatrice had long hoped that she might be that one. She had inherited an independent income under the terms of her father’s will, and had given generously to St Bride’s Church over the years; but while Mr Terris repaid her with the unction of friendship and conversation, he was careful to avoid any turn of talk which might lead towards a deeper and more personal involvement.


To see him now, being so attentively agreeable to Oliver’s new wife, added further fuel to the older woman’s resentment, and she came back just a little sharply with – “Nerves, you say, Edward? Indeed? I thought myself how remarkably composed the bride appeared. As cool as a lily. Did you not think that too, Oliver?”


Her brother broke off his discussion with the guest upon his right and glanced towards her. The soft April light filling the room through the tall double windows lent a flush of warmth to the pale, elegant features, a warmth echoed faintly in the smile which curved the corners of his mouth while failing to reach his eyes.


“Perhaps Catherine herself should be the one to answer that.”


Conversation from the half-dozen or so other guests at the table quietened at something in his tone subtly at variance with the lightness of his words.


“Well, my dear?” He turned to his bride. “Let us not wait in further suspense. Which is correct, Edward or Beatrice? Was it sudden want of courage which caused you to fall silent, or a considered review of your desire to become my wife?”


His grey eyes, beneath dark straight brows, made a critical study of Kitty’s expression as she raised her face to him.


“Well –?”


“It was a moment’s confusion, sir,” she answered obediently, not meeting the appraisal of his glance but looking beyond him to Harriet Seymour, further down the table.


Harriet winked.


“And I apologise to Mr Terris for causing him to have to repeat himself.”


“My dear Mrs van der Kleve – upon my soul, if every bride were to apologise for so slight a matter, I should very soon weary of hearing it!” Mr Terris exclaimed at once, helping himself to some more of the excellent mayonnaise of cold salmon.


Then, shifting the conversation with an adroitness born of practice – “I must congratulate you, Oliver, upon the magnificence of the wedding breakfast. My goodness me, you have a treasure indeed in your kitchen if your Cook prepared but half of this.” A gesture of the head indicated the starched white linen cloth decorated with silver epergnes of artificial silk mock-orange flowers, and laden with assorted cold dishes to accompany the Bouchie Fils et Cie champagne.


“Cook prepared it all,” he was pertly informed by young Angelina van der Kleve, “and I heard her declare that she hoped it would poison the lot of us.”


“Now, Angelina –” her father sought to silence her sharply, “that is enough of your silliness, if you please.”


“But, Papa, she did!”


“I said, that is enough.”


This time there was a note of warning in the admonishment, and Angelina’s face coloured up, reddening the cluster of pimples around her sulky mouth.


At fourteen years old, she was a plump, plain child, her features betraying the stolid Dutch blood of her paternal forebears, without any of the delicate fine-boned grace which had been her mother’s before that lady’s untimely death in childbirth in 1858. Neglected by a father who could not bring himself to love her, and over-indulged by an aunt whose toleration only served to encourage her sulks and tantrums, Angelina had grown into an unlikeable young person who expressed herself in acts of petty spite if thwarted of getting her own way. The servants disliked her, and with good cause: her tale-bearing to her aunt had brought about the dismissal of more than one member of the kitchen staff for supposed laxity or insolence, and dismissal without reference for a maid was a disgrace almost as serious as pregnancy.


Her attitude towards her father was an ambiguous one. Resentful that he should show himself so indifferent to her existence, she tried to win his attention by behaving in a noisy, pettish manner, creating scenes over imagined grievances, or suffering phantom illness to arouse his pity, or boasting falsely of the praise which her teachers paid her schoolwork at the Academy.


Her pique when she had discovered her father’s interest in Catherine March soured quickly to a child’s angry jealousy – jealousy fostered and fed by her Aunt Beatrice. It was rooted in several separate resentments: Miss March was a nobody, a nothing, a common workhouse foundling, trying to pretend she was as good as her betters; Miss March was stealing Papa’s attention and occupying the notice he ought rightly be paying to her, his own daughter; Miss March would replace her dear, dead Mama if she could, and feather her own nest in the process, as Aunt Beatrice said; and worst (and most unforgivable of all) Miss March was beautiful and people admired her, even liked her.


Seeing her father’s eye still coldly upon her, Angelina ducked her head and began picking sullenly at the fringes of lace trimming on her sleeve. I hate her, she thought with a sudden furious intensity; I hate her. I’ll make her wish she’d never come to live here. And Cook did say that, she did, she did. I heard her tell Rose Maguire she hoped we’d all be sick as cats.


The attention of the wedding party was now with a Mr Lockyer, chairman of the governors of Tonbridge Orphanage, who had been invited to give Kitty away in marriage. Finding herself ignored, Angelina slid from her chair and left the table. They were all making such a fuss of her, the detested new stepmama, it made her choke just to see it. She wanted to rush over and hit her, pull the creature’s horrible gold hair to make her scream, scratch her china-doll cheeks and spoil her silly, pretty face so that Papa wouldn’t want to look at her any more.


Grinding her teeth with temper, she flounced out through the door. Several rooms away, in the deserted entrance hall of Sion Place, a table had been set to display the wedding gifts. Among the pieces was a fruit bowl of cut crystal, a beautiful thing presented by Mr Terris which the new Mrs van der Kleve had particularly admired. Angelina picked up the bowl in both hands and stared at it, hating it; and in an outburst of uncontrollable rage suddenly hurled it from her with all her force down upon the black and white squared marble of the floor.


When the child returned again to the wedding breakfast, Mr Lockyer was still in full flow, regaling the company with an account of the number of pauper children successfully placed in employment by his orphanage in recent years.


It was observed that Mrs van der Kleve, unused to drinking anything as strong as champagne, was beginning to look a trifle pale; and as soon as she politely could, she asked to be allowed to excuse herself from the table.


As she went out, her friend Harriet Seymour rose and accompanied her into the adjoining ante-room.


“What you want is a good sniff of sal volatile,” Harriet said practically, hunting about in her reticule for the smelling salts she always carried.


“No … I need some air, that’s all,” Kitty told her. “I’ll feel better in a while … just let me walk up and down.”


“As you wish, dear. But lean on me, do.” The other held out an arm fashionably encased in a wide pagoda sleeve and fell into step at her side, walking with an awkward, limping gait slowly back and forth across the crimson plush carpet.


“I must say, I don’t envy you your new relations,” she went on tartly. “That sister of Mr van der Kleve’s has a face that would curdle milk if she smiled. And the daughter –” Harriet’s own mobile features pulled a long expression – “well, if she were my daughter, my hand would be itching to apply itself often and sharply to her nether anatomy.”


Kitty responded with a sigh of resignation. “It grieves me that she should resent me as she does,” she said after a moment. “I’ve tried to make myself agreeable whenever we’ve met … but since the engagement, Angelina will have none of it. Nor Beatrice. However hard I try, all my overtures have been spurned.”


“Jealousy, that’s what it is,” Harriet asserted roundly. “Plain old-fashioned jealousy. Neither of the pair has a feature between them to redeem their drab looks. You should’ve seen Bea’s expression when Mr Terris paid you his oily compliments! Clearly she admires him rather more than might be supposed.”


“You think so?”


“Of course. I’ve seen the way she watches him. You don’t make a habit of observing folk as I do, Kitty dear. It’s a pastime which affords infinite grist for the mill of my curiosity.”


Harriet Seymour paused for a moment to rest her leg. She herself was a plain enough young woman, with a sharp little nose and chin giving her a mouselike appearance. Her features, however, were constantly enlivened by the humour of their expression, a humour reflected both in her conversation and in her attitude towards the world; and though her lameness – the result of a midwife’s clumsy birthing – was a physical hindrance which made her often appear ungainly, she had acquired a stoical acceptance of the handicap entirely lacking self-pity.


She and Kitty March had made one another’s acquaintance at Miss Meyrick’s Academy years before. Mocked by her fellow boarders with the cruel tag of ‘Peg Leg’, Harriet had felt a sympathetic affinity with the charity scholar who was used as an unpaid servant and treated as an inferior by all and sundry. Her own family were gentry, landowners farming several thousand acres around the village of Frant, on the Sussex border beyond Tunbridge Wells; and as the two of them grew older, she had occasionally been allowed to invite Kitty to stay with her and her younger brother William during holidays. This childhood intimacy had flourished in time into a firm and enduring friendship which was knitted together by the bonds of mutual trust, support and affection.


“I wish it were I who had married first,” Harriet declared, resuming her clumsy walk at Kitty’s side. “Not for want of a husband, you understand, my dear, but so that I might have the experience of a wife to impart to you, that you might be better forewarned.”


The new bride made no response to this generous thought, and after a further few moments the other went on, “‘It is a mystery to exercise the minds of maids’ – now who said that, I wonder? Ah well, no matter. Whichever way one views it, wedlock is a chance leap in the dark –”


“Oh, Harriet, if only I had you with me,” Kitty interrupted her in a sudden, fearful manner. “How I am dreading this wedding tour … dreading it.”


“That I can understand. Fourteen days at Weymouth with Mr van der Kleve is hardly likely to provide much in the way of diversion.”


“It’s not the days which occupy my fears so much. They will be tolerable enough, I dare say … we shall visit Lyme Regis and the Isle of Portland, and Dorchester. But the evenings … the nights … dear God, I know nothing of men. What will happen to me?”


“What happens to all wives, I suppose.”


“Poor consolation!”


“It’s all I have to give. But those who are married seem well enough satisfied with whatever it is a wife must endure from her husband’s attentions.”


Kitty paused in her pacing to and fro, and looked fretfully towards the door into the terrace room. “They will miss me … I suppose I must return.” Then, clutching again at her friend – “Oh, Harriet, Harriet, give me some comfort, do. Those tales you used to tell me at Miss Meyrick’s – they weren’t the truth, were they?”


“Which tales?”


“Those about … babies.”


“Ah, those.” The other gave an enigmatic look. “Well, infants are not found beneath gooseberry bushes, rest assured of that. Neither are they delivered to the door in carpet bags.”


“You swore it was gospel truth that they crawled from between the bedsheets.”


“And so they do, in a fashion.”


“But how –?” Kitty gave a soft cry of exasperation. The nagging fear which was haunting her showed itself in the darkening violet of her lovely eyes. She looked so vulnerable, thought Harriet sorrowfully – a child-woman in her bridal gown of Nottingham lace, and her soft shining hair threaded with a garland of mock-orange blossom. Like Ophelia, or Tennyson’s Mariana.


Aloud she said with a note of reassurance, “I’m sure you have no need to feel afraid, dearest. Mr van der Kleve would not have wished to marry you did he not care for you – and if he cares for you, he will treat you with kindness and consideration.”


“But does he care for me, Harriet?” The other pressed a hand to her lips and averted her head. Almost in a whisper she went on after a pause, “He has never said so … never spoken one single word of love, or need, or tenderness.”


“Perhaps that is not his way. It may be that now you’re married he will behave with more affection. Have courage and believe that!”


“If only I could –”


Kitty would have added something more, but a sudden commotion at that moment made her turn her head quickly towards the arched doorway leading in the direction of the entrance hall. From the noise, it sounded as though someone had been hurt and was now crying bitterly.


She exchanged a glance with her friend; then, casting a hasty look back into the terrace room and seeing them all engaged there still in conversation, she moved towards the arch.


At one side of the hall, crouched against the wall by the wedding display table, the two young women came upon one of the housemaids, her cries quietening to sobs now as she struggled to control herself. Close by her lay the shattered pieces of Mr Terris’s crystal fruit bowl, its thick glass reflecting a prism of colours across the marbled floor.


“Mrs van der Kleve –”


Kitty looked round to see who it was had spoken her new name with such cold correctness. At the other side of the hall, where a recessed door opened beneath the wide sweep of the staircase, a woman was standing whom she recognised as Jane Perrins, personal lady’s maid to her sister-in-law Beatrice.


“I am sorry, Mrs van der Kleve, but as you can see, there has been a most regrettable accident.”


Miss Perrins moved towards them, black bombasine skirts rustling, and made a cursory indication of the damage done to the bowl.


“I’m afraid Miss Beatrice will need to be informed.”


“Beatrice?”


“Yes, madam. The accident was entirely due to this girl’s clumsiness –”


“It wasn’t, ma’am! It wasn’t, I swear!” The maid struggled to her feet against the wall, and the vivid red mark standing out across one cheek showed the reason for the cry of pain which Kitty and Harriet had heard. “It wasn’t me broke it, ma’am. It was like that when I come up from the scullery and found it –”


“Clumsiness compounded by lies and evasion,” Jane Perrins continued, prim lipped, “and Miss Beatrice will not tolerate such behaviour among the domestic staff.”


“I don’t see what business it is of sister Bea’s,” Harriet remarked out of the corner of her mouth, turning her head so that only Kitty heard. “You’re mistress of the house now, remember, dear. This is your responsibility.”


Kitty looked again at the young maid, a well-formed girl of about seventeen years with dark curling hair tidied neatly beneath her starched lace cap.


“How did you mark your face like that?” she asked her quietly.


Hesitating to answer, the other cast a quick, fearful look towards Jane Perrins.


“Did she strike you?”


There was a dumb nod.


Kitty felt the sudden warm flush of anger begin replacing her previous nervousness. Too many times she herself had been spitefully used, and often for no other reason than being looked upon as an inferior by those who liked to hurt her. Hating cruelty, harshness and bullying spite – all of which she had experienced to some degree during her childhood – it was her nature to take the side of the underdog against those whose regard for their own superior worth made them callously indifferent.


“What is your name?” she asked the girl, disregarding Miss Perrins’s rapidly chilling expression.


“Rosie, ma’am. Rosie Maguire.”


“And was it you who broke the bowl, Rosie?”


“Oh no, ma’am, no. Truly it wasn’t. I found it done already –”


“I must insist, Mrs van der Kleve, that Miss Beatrice be informed,” Jane Perrins tried again to interrupt.


“Why?”


“Why? Why, madam, because she would wish it!”


“Miss Perrins, I believe that the management of the servants in this household is now my concern,” Kitty told her steadily, marvelling at her own cool authority. “And if Rosie says this damage was none of her doing, then I am inclined to give her the benefit of the doubt. Physical violence will not alter the truth. However, the accident must be investigated of course, and I shall see that my husband is told as soon as I return to him. In the meanwhile, may I suggest that you confine yourself to your own duties?”


The haughty expression on Jane Perrins’s face shifted to one of indignant outrage.


“Very well, Rosie,” Kitty continued, ignoring her to turn again to the other, “you may return below. And ask Cook if you might bathe your cheek in cold water.”


“Yes, ma’am. And – thank you, ma’am, thank you ever so!”


Rosie Maguire dipped a curtsy, and accompanied it with a smile trembling with gratitude.


As she went back to take her place again at the wedding breakfast, Kitty knew that she had made one friend at least in this house; but by the same token she had also added to the list of her enemies.
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No one came forward to admit responsibility for the damage done to Mr Terris’s crystal fruit bowl and the incident cast something of a shadow over the conclusion of the wedding breakfast. Had the gift been of less value and from someone outside Oliver van der Kleve’s immediate circle, the episode might merely have provoked moderate regret; but Edward Terris was a close acquaintance, and that bowl had cost him a pretty penny at Jackman’s in the High Street.


The expression upon the bridegroom’s chilly features spoke clearly of his annoyance that the morning should have ended on such an awkward note – his friend pained at the careless usage of his gift, the servants unsettled, his sister resentful that his wife had interfered in the matter, and his daughter treating the whole thing with giggling stupidity.


This dark mood remained with him into the afternoon, lasting the length of the railway journey which took him and his bride up to London to spend the first night of their wedding tour. It was only as the train rattled between the crowded tenements of Southwark and its smoke cleared to give them a fine view of the Thames and riverfront buildings that he unbent sufficiently to address a few stiff remarks.


Whatever small pleasure Kitty may have had in her wedding day shrivelled again into a nervy, silent tension.


There had been an incident earlier, before the start of this journey, when she might even have warmed a little to her husband, except that his stern humour robbed the moment of potential promise. After their guests had departed from Sion Place, he had conducted her upstairs to the large, handsome suite of rooms they were to occupy as man and wife, and taking a key from his waistcoat pocket had unlocked the double doors of a mahogany wardrobe. Inside, still shrouded in the dressmaker’s calico wrappers, were hanging some half-dozen or more gowns, ordered for Kitty as his wedding present.


Nor was that all. In a drawer of her dressing room, undergarments of silk lay between scented tissue, and further drawers contained pairs of French kid gloves, embroidered Swiss lawn handkerchiefs, and finest cambric nightgowns. There was a cupboard of hat boxes, another of hand-lasted boots and shoes, a leather travelling portmanteau embossed with her new initials – C.K. On a small table in the window a jewellery case held a triple choke collar of matched pearls together with a pair of drop earrings.


“These were my grandmother’s,” Oliver had said, indicating the pearls. “I presented them to my first wife but they will suit you better … you have the skin to complement them. Maria was always too sallow.”


He picked up the collar and held it against Kitty’s cheek, and at the touch of his fingers she had flinched a little.


“Yes, wear them tonight at dinner at the hotel,” he said tersely, “with the moiré antique gown.”


Kitty wished that she could like her husband more, that she might show him the full extent of her gratitude. He was providing her with so much – position, security, the trappings of affluence. It took her breath away to see these beautiful things which he’d bought, and she longed to go running from one to another, trying the gowns against her, touching, feeling, holding, like a child let loose in a toyshop to enjoy itself. To have all this, she who had always had so little in the past, seemed a fairy-tale come true.


Finding his eyes upon her still, with that disconcerting intensity which always made her feel nervously ill at ease, she had said, “You’re very generous, sir. And indeed, I do thank you.”


Polite words, spoken by one stranger to another.


Now, as they arrived at their destination, alighting from the hansom cab outside the entrance to Brown’s Hotel in Dover Street, she was wondering whether they would continue to treat one another with the same cold and distant courtesy once they’d spent this first night together as man and wife, or whether the enforced intimacy of a shared bed would bring about any beneficial change in their relationship.


Having as yet no lady’s maid of her own, Oliver had arranged through a domestic agency in the City for a suitable woman to be engaged in his wife’s service. She attended upon them punctually at four o’clock in their hotel suite, a quiet, efficient person of middle years named Miss Dobby who, having unpacked Kitty’s portmanteau and put everything neatly away, retired to the servants’ accommodation until required again before dinner.


“If she suits you, Catherine, you may perhaps like to engage her for the entire tour,” Oliver suggested, seeming impressed with Miss Dobby’s competence. “It would save your having to use a hotel maid at Weymouth – the standard of service in these places can be wretchedly unpredictable.”


This was the first time, in the several years of their acquaintance, that Kitty could ever recall her own wishes being considered, and taking it as a hopeful sign for the future, she began preparing herself for the evening with a slightly less heavy heart.


Miss Dobby dressed her hair beautifully, piling up the heavy gold-blonde waves into a chignon and leaving just a few loose tresses to be crimped into ringlets to soften the nape of her slender neck. It was a style which displayed the van der Kleve pearls to perfection, and worn with the gown of ivory moiré antique, added a flattering note to the warm, smooth texture of the young bride’s shoulders.


At eight o’clock precisely, when she presented herself to be taken down to dinner, there was a moment’s fleeting expression upon her husband’s face of unguarded admiration and pleasure as he beheld her; and for the briefest instant the usually closed, cold features were transformed, like an iron mask being lifted. Then the visor was clamped down again and he said briskly, rising to his feet, “Excellent! A most charming effect. Thank you, Miss Dobby.” And holding out an arm for Kitty – “We shall not require you again this evening. My wife can attend to herself before retiring.”


The dining room of Brown’s was not yet as full as it would be later when the theatres closed, and the two of them were able to have a pleasant table by one of the windows. At their entrance, a number of the diners turned to look at Kitty, examining her with critical interest as she went by; one gentleman in particular seemed especially taken, even shifting his chair so that he might have a better view round the brass-potted palm between their tables.


Several times during the course of the hors-d’oeuvre Kitty glanced up to find his eyes still fixed upon her, and in trying to avoid him found herself inadvertently looking in his direction whenever her gaze wandered.


“I trust you are not attempting to encourage that fellow,” Oliver said with sudden sharpness as the main course was being served them. “You appear to be paying him a good deal of attention.”


Kitty’s face coloured. “He happens to be seated where I can see him, sir.”


“Then change your place. Perhaps that will discourage the flirtation.” He rose to his feet and casting aside his napkin, went round to the back of his wife’s chair and took hold of it. Conversation at nearby tables halted as fellow diners turned to see what was happening, and a waiter came smartly over to give his service.


“My wife wishes to be seated towards the wall,” Oliver announced, making it sound as though this were some personal aberration. “Be so good as to lay her another place.”


“Certainly, sir. If Madam would permit –?”


Without a word, Kitty got up and allowed herself to be given a chair at the opposite side of the table; and it was only the rigid self-discipline learned at Miss Meyrick’s Academy which prevented her from betraying any other sign of emotion than the slight flush still staining her cheek.


“Come, eat your food before it spoils,” her husband told her, seeing her slow to take up knife and fork again. “Now that the meal has your full attention you may enjoy it better.”


Obediently she bent her head, but it was as much as she could do to finish even half of what was there, and she had to force herself to make a pretence of emptying her plate.


When, finally, the dessert course had been ordered, and silently picked at and cleared away, Oliver requested brandy to be served him upstairs and rose to escort his wife from the table. Again, eyes were turned to look at the lovely young woman with the face of a Sistine madonna. This time there were glances cast too at her husband, as though in curiosity that a man with such a beauty for partner should appear so icily impervious to the pleasure of her company.


Once back in the privacy of their first-floor suite, he waited in silence until the brandy came, standing at the tall window to look out on the bustle below in Dover Street; then, when the waiter had gone again, added a splash of soda to his glass from the siphon and went to seat himself in an armchair. During this brief interlude Kitty had stood irresolutely near the door, not knowing whether she should go into the dressing room to prepare herself for bed, or whether it might not be wiser to wait until her husband gave some indication of his wishes.


Perhaps sensing her indecision, he drained his glass at a single sudden gulp and got up again to refill it from the almost full bottle on the tray.


Over his shoulder he said peremptorily, “Stand here – here beneath the light. I want to look at you.”


And when she had done so, moving to the centre of the room where the overhead gasolier shed its pale yellow incandescence upon her – “Now turn yourself around, slowly … Good. And again. Yes … very good.”


Glass in hand he came across in front of her and reaching out, caught her small chin in his fingers and tilted it.


“But raise your head, Catherine. You spoil the effect by hanging it so. What has become of your spirit?”


The light upon his face chiselled the elegant features into sharp, angular lines, lending to their expression a touch of cruelty. Kitty looked back at him and immediately dropped her glance, finding it impossible to meet the concentration in those grey eyes.


He gave her chin a little shake and released it.


“You are very beautiful, my dear. Has any man ever told you? No? Then I shall be the first. You are beautiful … and it was for that beauty that I made you my wife, to own it, to have it as mine before some other man should come along and claim it. I am a connoisseur of lovely things. I admire perfection. You are both lovely, and very close to perfect. It would have been a tragic waste to allow something so unique to pass into the possession of a common boor who in a few years would destroy it.”


Kitty supposed that this was her husband’s way of making love to her but was at a loss to know how to respond to such coldly formal speech. Should she thank him, she wondered? And would he be angry if he knew he was not the first to call her beautiful? There had been a boy, a half-grown youth, who one day had caught her by the hand in the Rue St Honoré in Paris, and before she could stop him had pressed his lips to her cheek and declared, “Ah, que vous êtes belle, mam’selle!” before disappearing again into the crowd. The warmth of that kiss had burnt itself into her flesh, just as the words had branded themselves upon her memory.


“There is something occupying your thoughts.” Oliver’s voice had a sudden strained edge to it. “I want to know what it is. Tell me.”


“I – I was thinking of the kindness of your compliment, sir.”


“Nothing more?”


“No.”


He looked at her a little oddly, then, tilting his glass to his lips, moved away again towards the window. In the ensuing stillness Kitty could hear the thud of her heart in her ears, above the background sound of horse traffic from the street below. She stared at her husband’s strong back, waiting; the only outward sign of her tension being a slight trembling of the pearl eardrops and the whitened knuckles of the hands clasped in front of her.


He finished his brandy.


“You won’t mind if I undress you?” he asked, without turning.


The breathy hastiness of her answer betrayed her. “Oh, there is no need … I can see to my own undressing.”


“But it is my prerogative as your husband. You are not fearful, are you, my dear?”


“Yes. A – a little, sir.”


He examined his glass with studied deliberation and put it aside, then came over to her again, closer than before, so close that she could smell the brandy on his breath. Taking her by the hand he led her across the room through the bedroom door, and closed and locked it behind him before releasing her.


“There is no need to fear me,” he said calmly. “I shall try not to hurt you. What I am going to do is perfectly natural.” He removed his double-breasted frock coat, laying it over the back of a chair, and went on, “First, my dear, I wish to kiss you … kiss those inviting lips … a pleasure I have denied myself until this moment.”


He took Kitty’s face between his hands and drew her against him, bending his head so that their mouths almost met. She shut her eyes tightly; and in another moment felt his lips upon hers, hard and possessive, crushing the soft flesh against her teeth.


“Open your mouth to me,” he whispered.


She tried to do so, anything rather than endure that bruising hurt, but the sensation of his tongue being forced into her was so disgustingly repellent that she thrust herself away, squirming to escape his grasp.


“You don’t enjoy my kisses?” he said savagely, holding her fast by the wrist. “Do you not know how a man gratifies himself?”


“No! I know nothing of such things. For pity’s sake – you said you wouldn’t hurt me!”


“Then let me do as I wish, Catherine. Don’t deny me what I want of you tonight.”


She shook her head, and looking away from him said in a low voice, “I cannot deny you, sir. But, please – if you must kiss me, then not like that.”


“We shall see. Now … allow me to undress you.”


He twisted her round and began unhooking the back fastenings of her gown, drawing down the sleeves to expose her bared shoulders. Without bothering with her skirts, he unlaced her corset, and when that was undone, tossed it aside leaving her standing naked from the waist up with no other covering than the pearl collar at her throat. Kitty tried to fold her arms across herself, but he pushed them away and putting his own arms round her from behind, cupped her firm breasts in his hands.


Hot with shame and embarrassment she stood rigid as a statue, staring ahead, not wanting to look at him touching her; but the glass of the wash-stand against the further wall threw the image back at her – Oliver van der Kleve’s dark head bent over the pale gleam of her shoulders, his hands holding her nakedness, exposing the pink thrust of nipples between his fingers.


He pressed his mouth hungrily to the nape of her neck, running his tongue beneath the pearls, then turned her to face him and bent to kiss her breasts.


“Sweet …” he murmured, his lips moving against her softness, “so sweet … Are you as lovely below the waist, my pet, as you are above. Let me see … let me explore you and see.”


Unhurriedly he started undoing the hooks of her skirts, letting the garments fall one by one around her ankles, beginning with the moiré antique silk, then the cotton petticoats, and then the whalebone cage of crinoline hoops, until she was left standing in nothing but her drawers and stockings.


“Don’t tremble so,” he said, almost harshly, and in the soft-hued light of the gas jets Kitty could see the perspiration beading his forehead as he knelt in front of her.


Tears of humiliation filled her eyes. She felt soiled, defiled, dirtied, by what her husband was doing, and it was as much as she could manage to control the shuddering of her limbs as he began stroking his fingers up and down her legs, each time lingering on the silk-smooth skin of her thighs above the lace-trimmed garters.


Just when she thought she would scream at the vileness of it all, Oliver suddenly rose from his knees and began to undress himself, pulling at his clothes with a kind of controlled excitement which frightened her. Like most women of her time she had seen men naked before, either in paintings and sculpture or from a distance swimming off river banks, but this was the first occasion she had been near enough to have the details of sexual arousal forced upon her reluctant gaze, and what she saw now when Oliver had stripped himself made her feel almost sick with shock.


“What are you going to do –?” she cried out at him as he reached to take hold of her.


For answer he pulled the combs from her hair, and then the corrugated pins holding it in place, and when the heavy waves had fallen loose about her shoulders, caught her up in his arms and carried her to the bed. There he threw himself down at her side, his cruel, hard kisses bruising her mouth afresh as he forced her face round to his, his hands everywhere on her body so that she was left in no doubt at all now of his intention.


When he took her, it was suddenly and violently, tearing her apart.


How long the nightmare continued, Kitty had little recollection afterwards. The pain of what her husband was doing to her was disgusting. Crushed and winded by his plunging, panting body, she felt she was suffocating in some unimaginable hell, her nostrils filled with the sour acrid smell of his sweat and her ears throbbing with a dreadful groaning wail which she realised later had been coming from her own throat. When, finally, this crucifixion of rape was finished, he rolled away and lay sprawled across the bed, his head turned from her, one arm flung over his face as though to shut himself behind its barrier.


After a time he said thickly, “I’m sorry … I did not mean to use you with such force.”


She made no answer. There was none to give him.


“I hope I have not hurt you too much. The first time can be … painful for a woman, I know.”


Still, she lay silent, tears of shame and hopelessness trickling slowly from the corners of her closed eyes. The private places of her body throbbed and burned from the violation she had suffered, and there was the taste of blood in her mouth.


“I have had to wait so long for you, Catherine … so long. It was that which made me greedy … the desire to possess you made me forget myself. I will try to be more gentle with you next time.”


Oh God, did there have to be a next time – and a next, and a next? Kitty could not bear even to think about it. To be made to endure this gross and terrible obscenity over and over again, night after night. She would rather be dead.


Something broke inside her and she began to weep, great sobs tearing from her throat and shaking her slender body. She felt Oliver move, and his arms go round her. In her fear and her horror of him she screamed out, lashing with clenched fists to rid herself of the touch of his nakedness.


He released her abruptly and sat up.


“Am I so repellent to you now?” There was something in his voice which she had never heard there before. “Catherine? Catherine – answer me. Do I repel you?”


She turned away on her side, curling herself into a small defensive ball.


“Answer me!”


“I am your wife, sir,” she managed to choke through her tears. “It is my duty to submit to you.”


“I do not want submission. I want …” There was a long hesitation. Kitty sensed that her husband was struggling to say something, but whatever it was, he did not complete the sentence. Instead, he got up from the bed and she heard him dress himself, then go through into the other room.


He did not return. By morning, the bottle of brandy was empty upon its tray.
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The Royal Gloucester Hotel, Weymouth,


Monday, the 24th of April, 1865


My dear Harriet,


Well, here am I in Dorsetshire, and a whole week gone already. The weather has been mixed, tho’ more good than bad – I am able to go out each morning before breakfast and walk a short way up and down the Esplanade to take the air.


Weymouth is a fine old town – indeed, it has been much patronised by the Royal Family, and I am told that our Hotel was formerly used as a private residence by our Queen’s grandfather, George the Third. Imagine it, His late Majesty dined in the very rooms which are now used by the public, and his private sitting room is still to be seen, tho’ much changed.


I am attended here by a maid hired through an agency in London, a most obliging woman and very neat and efficient. I wish that she might remain with me upon my return to Tunbridge Wells at the end of the week, but alas, she prefers temporary service only because of an aged mother whose health is inconstant. I trust that I may have my own maid at Sion Place, since I should not care for it were Jane Perrins to attend me – nor do I think she would serve me well, being Beatrice’s creature.


Oh Harriet, the thought of Sion Place fills me with dread, I do not know why. No –! that is untrue. I know very well what it is that makes me so ill at ease. But this shall be a cheerful letter, and therefore I will not permit myself to write of such things.


I have been on a number of pleasant excursions. Last week, I (– I suppose I should write rather, we –) sailed in a steamboat along the coast to Lyme Regis, which is a quaint and crooked little town almost tumbling down upon itself into the sea. There are some most interesting fossil remains to be found there – I saw several displayed in a window of a shop which looked for all the world like giant snail shells.


On Thursday morning we went by trap into Dorchester, which is not far distant from here and most agreeable to visit. It being a market day, the streets were thronged and there were also a number of soldiers from the garrison who made a fine display among the crowd. I must confess, I could not readily understand the speech of the country folk, which is very broad and slow and drawling and not at all like our own in Kent. On the way back toward Weymouth we passed a great hill at the roadside which is called Maiden Castle and is an ancient Earthwork.


The weather remaining pleasant, in the evening we made an excursion by steamboat from Weymouth to Lulworth Cove, during which harps and violins provided music for the company to dance upon the deck. In the moonlight, and with coloured lanterns hung above, it made a very pretty scene. I did not dance. I had no heart for it, and you will understand why, knowing the gentleman I would have had for partner.


The newspapers are full of the dreadful news concerning the murder on Good Friday of Mr Abraham Lincoln, in Washington. What a fearful thing this war is which is being fought between the American States, and how I do hope that your brother William is safe. I cannot remember to which part it is he has gone. How I do envy him! Not for the danger of his situation – but because he has plucked up courage to seek for himself the adventure of life in a New World. I wish that I, also, had such courage to escape.


I had a dream last night – shall I tell you of it? – that you and I together shared a pleasant house in Dorchester, where we kept a school for Young Ladies (tho’ nothing at all like Miss Meyrick’s!)


Ah, Harriet, would that dreams came true.


Kitty


Kitty was unaware of Oliver van der Kleve’s regret that his behaviour as husband had caused her the revulsion it had. On the night of their wedding he had known that his wife was an innocent young woman, utterly inexperienced in the ways of life and knowing nothing – or very little – of the nature of physical intercourse. It was this very naïvety and guilelessness which was a part of her attraction for him; that, and her extraordinary beauty. But the desire to possess her had been uncontrollable.


He had lived with his desire from the moment he first saw her, an undernourished girl of sixteen dressed in the cast-off clothing of the Academy’s more fortunate pupils, yet even then displaying the most remarkable natural dignity. There was something in her attitude, something indefinable – like an aura almost – which had made her seem remote, apart, in a time of her own, unaffected by the sullying influences of life around her. He had known within a few weeks of that first meeting that he wanted her for his wife.


During the intervening years of their acquaintance she had never given a single sign, not a word or gesture, of her feelings towards him, but had always behaved on every occasion with a passive, compliant docility which attracted him still further. She was like one of the china-faced dolls in his daughter’s nursery: a silent, flawless creature looking into some hidden world of her own with those lovely violet eyes, untouched and almost untouchable.


Oliver knew exactly what he wanted in a woman, and he had found it in Catherine March. He wanted unquestioning obedience, and respect and constancy; he wanted social grace, good taste and elegant manners; someone to fulfil his physical appetites and be a robust mother for his sons; a beauty he could parade upon his arm for the admiration of his fellows, and clothe and bejewel as an advertisement of his wealth; a woman who would be seen but not especially heard, who did not complain, nor cause mischief, and above all, one who was faithful.


This last requirement was probably more important than all the rest together. Oliver van der Kleve had a horror of unchastity, a deep-rooted repugnance of it which amounted almost to obsession. To his mind, what in a husband might be forgiven as a natural and, indeed, healthy release of the sexual urge, should be regarded in a wife as something unclean and very far from natural, and those women who forsook the marital bed in search of casual and adulterous liaisons were in Oliver’s opinion little better than whores and should be treated as such.


It would never have occurred to him to consider the possibility of an obverse side to this coin: that it was just as reprehensible an act for a father and husband to desecrate the vows of marriage as it was for a wife; and that for society to damn a woman for adultery whilst condoning the same offence in a man was nothing less than hypocrisy.
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