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    Winston Mawdsley Graham OBE was an English novelist, best known for the series of historical novels about the Poldarks. Graham was born in Manchester in 1908, but moved to Perranporth, Cornwall when he was seventeen. His first novel, The House with the Stained Glass Windows was published in 1933. His first ‘Poldark’ novel, Ross Poldark, was published in 1945, and was followed by eleven further titles, the last of which, Bella Poldark, came out in 2002. The novels were set in Cornwall, especially in and around Perranporth, where Graham spent much of his life, and were made into a BBC television series in the 1970s. It was so successful that vicars moved or cancelled church services rather than try to hold them when Poldark was showing.


    Aside from the Poldark series, Graham’s most successful work was Marnie, a thriller which was filmed by Alfred Hitchcock in 1964. Hitchcock had originally hoped that Grace Kelly would return to films to play the lead and she had agreed in principle, but the plan failed when the principality of Monaco realised that the heroine was a thief and sexually repressed. The leads were eventually taken by Tippi Hedren and Sean Connery. Five of Graham’s other books were filmed, including The Walking Stick, Night Without Stars and Take My Life. Graham wrote a history of the Spanish Armadas and an historical novel, The Grove of Eagles, based in that period. He was also an accomplished writer of suspense novels. His autobiography, Memoirs of a Private Man, was published by Macmillan in 2003. He had completed work on it just weeks before he died. Graham was a Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature, and in 1983 was honoured with the OBE.


  

    It is there on the mantelpiece still, about two feet from the base, carved with a small sharp knife or a fretwork tool: CORDELIA, 1869. The letters are plain and regular and level, except for the A, which slants away from the rest, and the date has a wavy careless look as if the carver tired of the task.


    The house is dusty and old now, given over to uses it was not designed for, but the name persists, faded and dirt-smeared, in that upper room. Two notes echoing like notes on a tuning-fork, losing themselves far back in the passages of yesterday. Cordelia, 1869. The lettering is not quite the lettering of a child. Then why was it carved there? As a girlish prank, as an act of defiance, as a gesture before the hands began to tremble into senility?


    It has been a pleasant room, square and lofty, facing south, with a dressing-room leading off. A venetian blind in good condition is still fitted to one of the windows, and the brass gas brackets are firm in the peeling walls. The doors and the shutters are of bird’s-eye maple, and the ceiling is heavily moulded with a centrepiece from which an unshaded electric light now hangs.


    One can picture it furnished in the fashion of the time, one can try to peer in, as through one of the wide sash windows, at people living and loving and talking inside, moving in the familiar friendly rhythms of custom and habit, like us but not us, links in the eternal chain. One sees them now as through a glass darkly, conscious of deep differences of outlook misting the scene but unsure whether the idiosyncrasies are all theirs or partly our own.


    Well, here is the Victorian house already fallen from its distinguished usage, and here is the name, symbol of a time past, of a personality, of a woman, maintaining its own dignity, its own reserve among the shabby humiliations of today. And that woman? Is all the intimate personal detail of her life already blown away, lost for ever in the dust? Not quite, for when the name was carved Cordelia was young …


  

    

      

    


    

      BOOK ONE

    


  

    

      Chapter One

    


    On the fourteenth of March, 1866, Brook Ferguson’s first wife died. On the fifth of April he started looking for his second.


    If he had been left to himself he might have stayed inert for years, thinking idly what would happen if he did this or that, biting the skin round his fingers, and dreaming his own dreams. There were, too, all the usual obstacles to any early move: the frowning brows and whispering voices of convention, the raw new memories like railway cuttings, bitterness, and some grief. Yes, grief, for one did not live with a woman for six years without gathering ties of memory and association.


    But he was not left to himself.


    ‘Brook,’ said his father, after Monday night’s supper, when the maids had cleared away and Aunt Letitia had gone to find her sewing and Uncle Pridey to feed his shrews. ‘Brook, I hope you won’t allow yourself to brood over poor Margaret’s death.’


    ‘No, Father, I’ll try not,’ Brook said, tapping with his long thin fingers on the arm of his chair.


    ‘When your mother died,’ said Mr Ferguson, ‘only the consolation of religion saved me from serious illness. Twenty-eight years. The break-up of a life companionship is the greatest tragedy that can happen to a man. You were only nineteen at the time, and perhaps you didn’t realize all that it meant …’


    ‘Oh, yes,’ said Brook, his eyes filling with tears. ‘I realized exactly what it meant.’ There was no one like her. She understood me. She knew how I felt, what I hoped for.


    Frederick Ferguson went on: ‘I came to realize – in time, thank God – that it was wrong of me to grieve or to rail against His will. My responsibility remained to the living. I realized that in good time I should rejoin her. Until that appointed time I must go my lonely way alone.’


    Brook got up and thrust his hands into his pockets.


    ‘My lonely way alone,’ said Mr Ferguson, and lowered his fine head. It was a good phrase. Then he said: ‘But your case is different, Brook.’


    ‘Oh, yes, in degrees,’ said Brook. ‘I know. I know that. I was fond of Margaret. She had her faults, but–’


    ‘You are young,’ said Mr Ferguson, puffing out his lips and staring at his son’s thin, round-shouldered figure. ‘With all your life still before you. You should grieve. That is natural. But not to the detriment of the life you have yet to live. Margaret would not wish it. Nobody would wish it.’


    ‘I don’t suppose I shall,’ said Brook. ‘I never said I would.’ On the defensive, he added: ‘Haven’t I been down to the works just the same, carried on much as usual? I don’t really see there’s anything to complain of. After all …’


    He was going to say, ‘After all, Margaret’s only been buried a fortnight, I think I’ve stood it damned well.’ But, as often, the sentence slid away.


    Frederick Ferguson got up.


    ‘My dearest boy, I never for a moment suggested there was anything to complain of. Your fortitude has been admirable, and I deeply respect you for it. But your interests, so close to my heart, as you must know they are …’


    He waited.


    ‘Yes,’ said Brook.


    ‘With your interests so close to my heart, out of my greater experience, I offer you this advice. You have a sensitive and affectionate nature. I thought it necessary to have this talk with you.’


    ‘Oh, that’s all right,’ said Brook, mollified.


    Mr Ferguson went over to the port table and poured our two more glasses.


    ‘I am an old man now, Brook; I expect you realize that.’


    ‘Oh, no.’


    ‘Well, an old man for the kind of active life I lead. At sixty-four life is very uncertain.’


    ‘It’s uncertain at any time,’ said Brook, thinking of Margaret – who had shared his bed, for whose footsteps and voice and nervous throat cough one still listened.


    ‘I know; but more than ever so at my time of life. And when I am gone, responsibility will fall on you, Brook.’


    He brought the port back and stared into his son’s soft inward-looking brown eyes.


    Brook turned away, avoiding the direct gaze. ‘Oh, a certain amount, I suppose.’


    ‘A great deal. The direction of the works; its welfare and continuity. All the other interests. The maintenance of this fine house. The well-being of your aunt and uncle, if they outlive me. All this. I’d hoped that Margaret would be at your side to help you.’


    ‘Oh, I shall get along somehow.’


    ‘I don’t want you to ‘‘ get along somehow’’. I want to feel assured of your future and the future of all the things I care about. You should be firmly established. As you know – there was one circumstance of your marriage to Margaret that I found disappointing …’


    The port was warming Brook. It comforted his mind, covering over the qualifications and hesitancies, the defeats and the humiliations.


    ‘I know. You weren’t the only one who was disappointed. We were too.’


    Mr Ferguson walked with his glass across to the large sash window. The curtains had not been drawn and the gaslight glimmered upon the sallow wintry lawn and on the wet leaves of laurel and rhododendron.


    He said: ‘Much as I liked and admired Margaret,’ and brushed a crumb or two from his waistcoat. He was a man who conveyed a lot by implication. ‘ Oh, she was a lady and brought a gentility to this house it’s not quite had before. Why pretend? We are an educated and intelligent family but we haven’t yet the background, the connections. It’s only a question of time. Indeed, we’re accepted and esteemed everywhere it’s worth being accepted.’ He turned and met his son’s sombre eyes. ‘But when I first saw your interest in her I thought it an admirable match. An old Cheshire family with county connections. Your son, I thought …’


    ‘Her brother was damned rude the other day,’ said Brook. ‘He made all sorts of sneering remarks and pretended to think … Oh, well, you know the sort of things he pretends to think.’


    ‘You need not worry your head about Dan. He’ll drink his way into the poor-house. With an ordinary man one would perhaps expect a little gratitude … Ignore him, Brook, he’ll forget his grievance when the flat racing starts.’


    ‘Even her mother pretended to think Margaret had been unhappy here. I mean, I know you and Margaret got at loggerheads at times, but she meant permanently unhappy, suggesting–’


    ‘Well, it would be too much to expect them to admit that Margaret had been a sickly woman all her life, should never have married, wouldn’t it? I believe Maud will be the same in another ten years.’


    Brook stared round the large sombre dining-room. From here he could see himself in the mirror above the fireplace, the mirror framed in plush with the heavy carved mahogany overmantel. From here, too, he could see Margaret’s chair, and for a moment pictured her there with her tightly drawn hair and black eyes and soft moist hands.


    ‘I shouldn’t be surprised if we see nothing at all of the Massingtons from now on. All that unpleasantness.’ He began to bite the skin round his fingers. ‘And at heart they’re snobs, every one of them.’


    ‘Well, let them go. It’s better that than the other way. When you marry again you’ll not want them calling here at all times.’


    ‘When I marry again,’ said Brook, with a half-nervous laugh, startled at the thought – or at the blunt expression of it. ‘If I marry again.’


    Frederick Ferguson turned from the window. ‘I should like you to marry again, Brook. And soon.’


    ‘Why?’ The port had given defiance as well as comfort.


    ‘For the reasons I’ve told you.’


    ‘Oh, perhaps I may some time. I don’t see the hurry.’


    ‘It should be perfectly plain to you. I think you should remarry.’


    ‘I know no girls.’


    ‘You can’t be expected to. But there will be plenty willing to marry you – given the opportunity.’


    ‘You think so?’ said Brook, with a little unbidden interest.


    ‘Well, of course. What girl wouldn’t accept money and position and an agreeable and indulgent husband? Indeed, an over-indulgent husband.’


    There was the echo of old strife in this, but Brook allowed it to pass.


    ‘Perhaps. I don’t know.’


    ‘There’s no perhaps about it, my dear boy. You can pick and choose – and I hope you will.’


    No more was said that night. The seed was sown. But on Easter Sunday Mr Ferguson found himself unoccupied – a rare and unpalatable state – and his energy, which had helped him to double his fortune twice in ten years, his desire for progress, which had put him among the leading Liberals of the city, the need that was always in him to fill every passing hour, forced him to come to the subject again.


    They were all there. Brook was playing some of Field’s Nocturnes, Aunt Letitia was dozing inanely over her crochet work, and Uncle Pridey was turning the pages of some notes he had made that morning. At midday dinner they had all eaten too much, and they were feeling slothful all except Frederick Ferguson, who had eaten the most of all and whose food, as well as turning ultimately to fat, seemed like a child’s to turn at once into consumable energy.


    For a few minutes he stood by the piano, watching Brook’s fingers move over the keys. He knew nothing about music, but Brook, he felt, played the piano as he did most things, with insufficient zest. It was not a technical failure but an attitude of mind.


    When the piece was finished he said: ‘ Have you thought any more about our discussion of the other evening?’


    Brook glanced uneasily round the room at his uncle and aunt.


    ‘Not a lot, Father.’


    ‘I think you should. It’s important to your happiness – and indirectly to mine.’


    Brook moodily turned over the music. ‘Surely, it can wait.’


    ‘Anything definite can wait. But consideration. It’s a step that needs active and early consideration.’


    ‘I don’t see how one can begin when there’s no one to consider.’


    ‘You have no friends?’


    His father knew very well what friends he had and had not. Was he to make an inventory of the few young people who came to this house, or the sisters of the men he met at the Athenaeum, or the clogged and shawled daughters of poverty he saw each morning at the works?


    He was saved from answering by Aunt Letitia, who looked up and said: ‘ Eh, Frederick, let the lad play. Don’t stop the lad playing. It soothes me.’


    Frederick, as usual, ignored his sister. He had long since found that there was nothing to be gained from carrying on a conversation with her.


    ‘On Wednesday evening,’ he said, ‘St James’s Choir will be giving the Messiah. You’ll come, Brook?’


    ‘Oh, yes, I think so.’ Margaret had been buried at Alderley. No bar to visiting St James’s.


    ‘More than I will,’ said Uncle Pridey, wagging his head. ‘The tenors are always metallic and the contraltos low like cows. I know. The thing should never be attempted except by professionals.’


    ‘The choir will be augmented,’ said Frederick, half to Pridey but half, significantly, to his son.


    ‘I didn’t know you were that interested in music, Frederick. Next time we have a Gentlemen’s Concert, come along, and Karl Hallé will teach you what music really is.’


    ‘Walk with me to the door, Brook.’


    The young man got up, and they went together out into the over-furnished hall.


    ‘On Wednesday,’ said his father. ‘ Look along the choir stalls. We shall be able to see them from where we sit. A family. There are two or three daughters. It is just a thought. Naturally no more.’


    Brook stared. All his instincts were to shy away from such a suggestion. This was nothing to do with bereavement, it was something born or grown in him, a backing away from any positive act.


    ‘Do I know them?’ he said at last.


    ‘Not socially. You may have seen them in church.’


    ‘What are they called?’


    ‘Blake, I believe. There’s a large family of them.’


    ‘No, I don’t know the name.’ He said this with a sense of relief, as if it was an added barrier. ‘Where are you going?’


    ‘Just a walk. So should you. It would improve your health if you took more exercise instead of crouching over the fire.’


    ‘It’s not a very nice day.’


    ‘Their father keeps a watchmaker’s and jeweller’s shop on the Oxford Road.’


    ‘A shop?’ said Brook, surprised out of his sulkiness. ‘That’s rather a change, isn’t it; a change from the Massingtons of Alderley Edge. I mean …’


    ‘My dear boy, don’t take this too seriously. A casual suggestion thrown out to you. And Mrs Blake is a tolerably well-educated woman. I think she married a little beneath her.’


    Brook put his hands in his pockets. ‘Wouldn’t I be doing the same thing?’


    ‘Well, as I was saying the other evening – was the other sort of marriage wholly a success? It’s for you to say. If we could recall Margaret, of course we would. But since we cannot, do we want another sickly woman about the house? We don’t need money, you know that. Your choice should be wide and free.’ Frederick Ferguson patted his son’s shoulder. ‘This – this is the merest suggestion. Don’t hesitate to put it aside.’


    He opened the door and went out, turning down the Grove towards the house of his friend Mr Slaney-Smith, who, although not a churchman, seemed to know the whole history of the family of Blake.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    The parish church of St James’s was crowded when Brook and his father entered it. They were the only representatives of the family, since Pridey had stuck to his refusal and Aunt Letitia had been discouraged from coming. Frederick Ferguson liked to maintain his sister in comfort, but he did not want to be seen about with her. There were limits to one’s philanthropy.


    They came up the aisle dressed in black frock-coats and carrying glossy silk hats with broad crêpe mourning bands: Brook five feet eight inches and weighing nine stone ten pounds, Frederick six feet one inch and weighing nearly seventeen stone. People whispered together as they passed up the church, and one wag muttered: ‘Reckon service can begin now. Fergusons ’ave come.’


    The church was decorated for Easter, and when the choir filed in it sat amid daffodils and primroses and bits of green moss tucked in by anxious maiden ladies on the Saturday before. Normally the choir was male, but on special occasions two rows of women and young girls were admitted to the stalls. From the Ferguson position – in the family pew Frederick had bought – the women were plain to be seen, shiny and smooth and bonneted and self-conscious, fingering their music and keeping their eyes down.


    Brook had not been looking forward to this evening. Beside him his father was breathing and settling into the pew; after seating himself in any public place Mr Ferguson seemed to simmer, as if it took a time for all his dynamic energy to come to rest. Brook’s eyes travelled along the choir. He had been married at twenty-one, and had not known any girl intimately before he met Margaret. Margaret had been a case apart. She became in time not one to be included under the genetic title of ‘women’, who were still unapproachable and mysterious; she was his wife, a special dispensation of nature, separate and distinct.


    If he married again he would be starting afresh. New difficulties and problems would be on every hand. These thoughts would have frightened him off a second marriage, if they had stood alone. But he was not unhappy in the company of women: he enjoyed talking to a woman – some women – much more than to a man; and he sometimes thought romantically of finding in a second wife all the virtues of sympathy, delicacy, and understanding that Margaret had not seemed to have.


    The oratorio began. Two new soloists had been engaged, and Brook felt that Uncle Pridey would have been forced to swallow his intellectual pride and admit this was good.


    Music did things to Brook. Under its stimulus his mind floated away into glorious daydreams, rich and full and satisfactory.


    He thought of his marriage to Margaret in this church. Margaret had looked a little sallow in her orange blossom. The guests crowding with their perfunctory smiles; two waves meeting, the county and the commercial. Dan, tall, thin and cynical, and Margaret’s mother with her creaky voice going on and on about the old lace. The honeymoon at Filey, walking along the cliffs, fatigue and anxiety and disillusion. But there had been times, little happinesses, kindnesses to recall; they had got used to each other.


    Then his mind swept on and up with the music into the far rosier future, where, with a confidence he never knew in real life, he was wooing a lovely young girl, who was enchanted by his looks, his manners, his talk.


    Frederick nudged his arm. ‘ There are the three Blakes. You can see them now in the front row. Next to the tall woman with glasses.’


    Brook flushed crimson, for his father’s whisper had a resonant quality.


    Pleasant, fresh-looking girls, singing brightly under wide-brimmed straw hats. One was dark; then there was a fair girl, and then a shorter girl, younger than the others. Brook glanced at his father, but Mr Ferguson was watching the soloist with a determined look, as if all his thoughts were concentrated there. Only Brook knew that this was the habitual expression of the man – his face didn’t ever really relax, it only altered its focus of attention.


    He looked back again, and at the profile of the second, the fair one, with the corn-coloured hair. She had a lovely fresh skin and a preoccupied other-worldly expression, like a young madonna. (She was in fact at that moment thinking about her new straw hat.) For a time Brook stared at her fascinated, puckering his brows to try to narrow the distance between them. He fancied he could hear her voice above the others.


    After the oratorio was over, people stood in groups outside in the quarter darkness of the mild fine night and chatted and gossiped and raised hats and stroked beards, and about them the beech trees rustled and the old grey gravestones slept.


    While they were waiting for Tomkins with the brougham there was a brief whispered angry argument in which Brook was overborne, and then Mr Ferguson steered his son across the grass to a group standing under the shadow of the tower. There were five in the group. Brook still hung back.


    Ferguson said: ‘Ah, good evening, Mrs Blake. A good performance, I should say. We ought to be proud of our old church and its choir.’


    Mrs Blake turned.


    ‘Oh, Mr Ferguson, now isn’t that kind of you to say so! Well, we all did our best; we’re just waiting for Teddy to take his surplice off. Yes, I think it went well.’


    She was like a big bee on an autumn afternoon, humming and great with honey. They were there in the shadow, three girls and another older woman, white figures against the grey wall of the church, with glinting eyes and teeth. Introductions, and his father with a turn of his hand brought him into the circle. The older woman, an aunt, Mrs Higginbottom. How d’you do to her, and then the girls. Abruptly they seemed to step out of the darkness, out of anonymity for ever.


    ‘This is Esther Jane, my eldest. And this is Cordelia. And this is Emma. Emma has only just joined the choir since she had her seventeenth birthday.’ Mrs Blake went on talking, explaining the unexplainable, which was that one woman, plethoric, commonplace, talkative, with wisps of hair falling all over her face, could have produced these three buoyant smooth-skinned creatures, all so different, so young, so unapproachable.


    Quick glancing dark eyes and an impudent nose – that was how Brook remembered Esther Jane that night, and his hand, he knew, was beginning to sweat when he touched hers, and he could say nothing but a muttered ‘ How d’you do,’ and then he saw Cordelia, and this was the one he had watched in the choir; quite different full face, still a little remote, a little preoccupied, but with a grave quicksilver charm to her expression that turned his heart over; and Emma had fair braided hair like great gold chains over her shoulders; and the fat Mrs Higginbottom was breathing a smell of camphor over him and trying to tell him something about the choir at St Ann’s where she usually went; and then a tall youth with an ungainly, tumbling sort of way with him came out of the vestry door and was introduced as Teddy.


    ‘Are you a singer, Mr Ferguson?’


    Brook said: ‘ No, I’m afraid – er – not … I play the piano, though.’ What does Father want me to do? he thought. Esther Jane too vivacious, Cordelia too beautiful, Emma too young. If any, it would have to be Emma for her extreme youth. But they’re complete to themselves. If they do think of marriage, it’s not to someone nervous and a bit delicate like me, it’s to someone younger and more lively who can laugh and joke with them and meet them on their own ground.


    ‘Most of my sisters play a bit,’ said Teddy, ‘but not me. I sing: it’s easier. And the trouble with them is that there’s really too many of ’ em to learn on one piano. Have you any sisters?’


    ‘No. I had two brothers, but they both died when I was a baby.’


    ‘Ah, too bad. It’s happened to us. Is that your carriage at the gate?’


    ‘Yes.’


    ‘She looks a lively mare. I should think she’d go a spanking pace with something lighter behind.’


    ‘Yes. Oh, yes, she does.’


    Teddy glanced at Brook curiously. ‘D’you ride much, Mr Ferguson?’


    ‘I have a horse. I go for a canter sometimes.’ (But not before Tomkins has taken him for a gallop to work off his first exuberance.)


    Teddy was thinking what a queer stick this young man was. He was rich and probably had everything he wanted, but he didn’t seem to find much fun in life. How Mother’s purring, Teddy thought.


    ‘You must come round and see us one evening during the lighter weather,’ Mr Ferguson said, his voice, his eyes steady, ice-blue, confident. ‘Bring this young man and your daughters, Mrs Blake.’


    ‘Oh, thank you. We’d like to do that, wouldn’t we? That’s a real pleasure we’ll look forward to, Mr Ferguson. I often pass your gates on the way to my sister’s, and in the spring I always stop to admire the lilac and the laburnum, Mr Ferguson. It will be full out, I suppose, quite soon?’


    ‘Quite soon.’ He was too well aware of his condescension to need to take the hint. ‘Well, I think we must be going now. We shall meet your husband some time, Mrs Blake.’


    ‘Oh, yes. Yes, I’m sure he’ll be that disappointed when I tell him about us meeting. He often speaks about you.’


    They parted. Brook shook hands with the boy, whom he had rather taken to, and bowed to the ladies and followed his father over the gravel path among the gravestones, taking with him a last impression of soft voices and smooth cheeks and a disturbing, walled-off femininity. Did he wish to climb that wall? A burglar breaking into a strange garden.


    Tomkins was waiting, hand on the open door, touched his cap, shut them in, jumped up to his box. They drove off.


    Mr Ferguson said: ‘The aunt is a little common. It confirms my earlier view.’


    The carriage jolted and rolled in the ruts of the country lane.


    ‘I wish they’d do something about the road,’ said Brook. ‘Even cinders.’


    ‘I must meet the father. I’m told he is worthy – wrapped up in his family. What did you think of the girls?’


    ‘I didn’t see much of them.’


    His father’s bulk shifted impatiently. ‘Naturally you couldn’t come to know them in ten minutes. I suppose you got some impression?’


    ‘They seemed – very nice. Er – what makes you specially interested in this family, Father?’


    ‘It is for you to become ‘‘specially interested’’ where you choose,’ said Mr Ferguson, breathing his irritation out. ‘I think those girls are suitable in type: young, healthy, modestly well-mannered. I have good reports of them.’


    ‘Who from?’


    ‘They’re unlikely to put on their opinions the sort of misplaced importance that Margaret would sometimes do. Not well connected or rich, but one of them, I think, could make a suitable wife for you, could become a suitable mother for your children.’ He lowered the window. ‘Very close in church tonight. If you get to know them a little better and then don’t find them at all to your taste, they can be dropped. Indeed you should look elsewhere while considering them.’


    The carriage crossed the main road and Tomkins whipped up the mare to a better pace as they moved into the wooded darkness of the residential suburb. The night was thick and warm about them. Brook took a deep breath. Oh, well, this was just an idea of his father’s. It was in such an early stage there was no need to fret about it yet. (He knew these ideas of old but tried to forget how often they came to fruition, how often before he’d found himself manoeuvred into a position from which there seemed no reasonable retreat.) He tried even to forget his father’s voice in the pleasure of the drive, to remember the fine surging music of the Messiah. As so often before, he turned away from life and found security and comfort in a daydream. He thought of himself writing music as fine as Handel’s, listening to it being performed by massed choirs in the Gentlemen’s Concert Hall. His answers were increasingly absent-minded for the rest of the way home.


  

    

      Chapter Three

    


    The Blakes lived over the shop in Oxford Road. They were a healthy family; and although there was never quite room for them all in the house at once, they bore the inconveniences of overcrowding with good humour.


    Ten of the children were living from a total output of fourteen. Esther Jane was twenty-one, Edward was twenty, Cordelia nineteen, Emma seventeen, Anne twelve, Sarah ten, Mary eight, Penelope six, and Winifred two. Virginia was minus a third, though everyone was at present hoping for a John James.


    Teddy worked as a junior clerk at a grey cloth merchant’s, Esther Jane taught at a kindergarten school, Cordelia was apprenticed to a dressmaker, Emma helped with the shop and the house, and the others were at school or in rompers.


    On a warm evening in July the Blakes had important visitors. It was late enough for all the workers in the family to be home, but the shop was not yet closed.


    It was a tall, narrow building bounded on one side by a pork butcher’s and on the other by Yates’s Wine Lodge, which was a public house in disguise. There were three steps into the shop, and down these Brook stumbled, leading the way for his father, who followed close behind. Outside Tomkins leaned against the step of the phaeton and the two horses shook their harness and put their noses together.


    The shop was small and crammed with ailing clocks, many of them surgical cases. Grey-faced grandfathers leered with empty bellies at cuckoos frozen in the moment of calling the hour. German chimers rubbed uneasy shoulders with bow-legged walnut Frenchmen. Marble bracket eight-day leaned against decorated ormolus. And dozens of convalescent clocks ticked.


    Mr Blake was working behind a narrow counter – a small man with sloping shoulders and a long neck in a collar too high and too big. Without looking up, he said in a slow voice: ‘Good evening. It’s warm. I’ll not be a minute.’


    Brook, sweating, turned to look for an empty chair, but his father did not move, so he gave up the search.


    ‘Good evening, Mr Blake. Is your wife in? I don’t know if you have a side entrance, but we could not see it.’


    Mr Blake looked up. His tired, prominent, quizzical eyes took in the callers.


    ‘Ah, Mr Ferguson. And Mr Brook.’ He fitted a magnifying glass into his eye and peered down at the watch.


    ‘We’ve come,’ said Mr Ferguson, ‘on a personal matter, concerning yourself and your wife and one of your daughters.’


    ‘There,’ said Mr Blake, and ran his hand through his fine grey hair. ‘It’s the compensation balance. They’ve used some sort of alloy muck instead of brass. See?’ He came round from behind the counter, picking his way slowly across. ‘ Cheap watches, sir. Never buy a cheap watch.’


    ‘My own watch was given me when I was twenty-one,’ said Mr Ferguson, towering, seeming to fill a third of the shop. ‘By my father. It has served me ever since. I made the same present to my son, didn’t I, Brook? The best is always the cheapest–’


    The time was a quarter to nine and Mr Ferguson found himself interrupted. He had a strong voice, but it could not compete against twenty-seven chiming clocks. With impatience he waited until they had done. Mr Blake listened to them with an interested but critical expression.


    ‘As I was saying,’ Mr Ferguson resumed, ‘although it would be–’


    He stopped again. Two clocks had been half a minute late off the mark. All the satisfaction instantly vanished from Mr Blake’s face. He clicked his tongue and frowned until the noise had ceased, and then as Mr Ferguson took a breath he wandered off to put things right.


    ‘It’s the Louis Quinze,’ he said. ‘And of course this Handsworth thing. Quite erratic.’ He turned his thin neck within its collar and looked at them. ‘ It’s all a question of balances. Did you wish to see my wife?’


    ‘Yes, and you too, Mr Blake.’


    Mr Blake took out a handsome watch and looked at it.


    ‘It’s not about clocks?’


    ‘It is not.’


    ‘Well, I can’t close yet … I’ll get Teddy to come and mind shop.’


    The house had been built with a gloomy basement kitchen; but in his early married days, before his children had begun to come so quickly off the assembly line, John James Blake had had a new kitchen built out on the ground-floor level. This had become a common room whose population was continually in a state of flux and change. The only constant was Mrs Blake, who cooked there, laid the meals, washed up, dressed and fed her children, propelled them off to school or work, and was still there to welcome them on the rebound.


    On the evening that the Fergusons called, only Emma and her three youngest were with her; Ann and Sarah were upstairs playing duets on the upright rosewood piano, and Esther, Teddy, and Cordelia, having just finished their supper, had been sent out by Mrs Blake to pick peas and dig potatoes before the light failed. Mrs Blake worked hard herself and she had a talent for organizing her children’s lives so that nothing was wasted. The spring which set off her inventive brain was to see one of them sitting down.


    But in the warm early dusk of the garden not much work was being done. They had stopped to talk, and talk had led to good-humoured argument. The two sisters sided together and Teddy, finding himself getting the worst of it, had maliciously begun to flip peas at them with his finger and thumb. There was no retaliation for a time, until he added weight to his ammunition with a potato. This bounced off Cordelia’s head and left bits of clayey soil in her hair. She squealed and dropped her basket and picked up the two largest potatoes that had so far been unearthed. One of these hit Teddy on the shoulder, but the other was a wild miss and went rolling down the path to fetch up at the feet of Mr Blake, who at that moment came out.


    Mr Blake had a powerful influence over his children, but it was not the influence of a heavy hand. He stared a moment at the potato touching his toe, then looked up at the three and opened his mouth in one of his queer soundless laughs.


    ‘Teddy.’


    ‘Yes, Father?’


    ‘Look after shop a few minutes, will you? Fergusons are here and want a word alone with Mother and me.’


    ‘All right, Father.’


    They went indoors and the sisters were left to gather up the spilt peas. They bent together, their wide-spreading skirts flowering like giant mushrooms from small curved waists. Esther said:


    ‘I wonder what they’re here again for?’


    ‘Phew, it’s hot! There’s thunder about somewhere.’


    ‘It must be important if old Mr Ferguson’s come. He’s too busy to waste his time on us.’


    ‘Perhaps he’s taken a fancy to Father.’


    Esther eyed her sister. She knew that Cordelia was by no means as ingenuous as she pretended.


    ‘Or to you.’


    ‘Why to me? I’m sure he’s made far more fuss of you.’


    ‘And left you to Brook.’ Esther giggled. ‘I confess I like Mr Ferguson better than his son. He’s got a comfortable waistline and good gentlemanly manners. Seriously, Delia, has Brook ever said anything to you?’


    ‘What? Oh, of course not. There’s nothing like that about it.’


    ‘I thought at that last concert he was looking at you in a sentimental way.’


    Cordelia said with a slight heightening of colour: ‘I feel sorry for the poor man. He’s so shy and delicate and – artistic. But it was the music that was making him sentimental, not me.’


    ‘What must it be like to live in a big house with servants to do everything for you?’ Esther stretched her arms and yawned. ‘Smith, dig those potatoes for me, Jones, sweep the path. Very pleasant, I should say.’


    ‘Mm … That should be enough for dinner … They’re a bit on the small side this year.’


    ‘The rows are too close together. That’s Teddy’s fault … I wonder how long we’re supposed to stay out here. Shall we go in as if we didn’t know that they were there?’


    ‘No, no, we can’t do that.’


    ‘How those two thump the piano.’ Esther frowned at an upper window. ‘It’ll need tuning again in no time.’


    ‘Essie …’


    ‘Yes?’


    ‘I wonder what they have come about?’


    ‘Go in and see.’


    ‘No. Wait a minute.’ Cordelia turned and her eyes moved slowly over the house.


    The kitchen had a flat roof and in the roof was a large open fanlight. Against the corner of the kitchen wall was an old and battered tree. It had been much used for climbing until Sarah had fallen out of it one day like an over-ripe pear and cracked her arm. Cordelia had not been up it for three years. Now she was impeded by all the inconvenient spread of her crinoline, but the way was too familiar to put a foot wrong. Presently she was on the roof and waving down in triumph at Esther. She took off her shoes before tiptoeing across the leaded roof.


    As she stared down her father was just lighting the gas. It bobbed and flickered for a moment and then as he turned it up the noise developed into a steady hiss and the flame flickered yellow out of the top of the globe.


    The Fergusons had not been quite successful in getting Mr and Mrs Blake alone. Mrs Blake, enormous now in semi-disguising draperies, was sitting on a rocking-chair before the fire with Winifred on her knee, drying the child’s hair. Beside her was the small soapy bath which had just held Winifred. At the kitchen table Mary and Penelope, with round, thoughtful, distant eyes, were scooping up bowls of bread and milk. Mr Ferguson’s bulk overflowed the edges of a small armchair, Brook sat turning his hat and biting the skin round his fingers.


    Cordelia had never been able to take quite such a detached and unhurried view of the Fergusons before. She stared first at the father and saw all his exceptional bulk, the great weight of his shoulders, the thickness of his strong legs, his broad, capable, well-kept hands. It was all bulk rather than fat, power rather than ballast. Strong sonorous voice, phrases and words that came easily, that flowed. Ice-blue eyes which stayed a little cold even when they were smiling. There was something about him which was thrusting yet secure, unsatisfied yet confident. He was a leader, a doer, a mover of men; he would be conspicuous in any company.


    She looked at the son and saw his slender build, his soft, easily startled brown eyes, his thin artistic hands, his high smooth forehead with the hair brushed forward and round. She wondered what the mother had been like, for there seemed nothing the same between these two.


    She knew her mother was highly flattered by this friendship, and in a way she was pleased with it too. The Fergusons were superior. The Fergusons were known everywhere and knew people the Blakes wouldn’t ordinarily have met at all. She had been to a dance at the Athenaeum, which was very superior; and she had been to Grove Hall where they lived. Both father and son had put themselves out to be nice, and she liked them in return. It wasn’t hard to like people. Old Mr Ferguson had a finger in every pie, and the son was deferential and refined.


    Mr Blake lit the second gas with a pop, and the burning spill shook in his hand before he threw it into the fire.


    ‘Well, Mr Ferguson,’ he said, with his soft, quiet, level voice as if he were adding up. ‘I can’t say I’m not surprised. I’ve never been more surprised, not since that Brunswick thirty-six-hour I was repairing … You remember that, Mrs Blake, eh? And promised for the following day–’


    ‘But in this case a pleasant surprise,’ said Mrs Blake, towelling away. ‘We never thought, of course, that dear Cordelia …’ The child on her lap began to cry. ‘There, there, my little pet. Yes, quite a surprise. I’m sure she’ll be quite taken aback when she hears.’


    At the fanlight Cordelia was as taken aback as her mother could have wished – was held by a sudden frozen fascination.


    Mr Ferguson said: ‘I take it then you’ve no objection to an arrangement of some sort being come to?’


    ‘Mummy, can I ’ave some more bread?’ asked Penelope.


    ‘Mummy, can I have some too?’ said Mary.


    ‘Yes, yes, but what d’you say?’


    ‘Please,’ they piped together like little birds.


    ‘Excuse me,’ said Mrs Blake, getting up and handing Winifred to her husband. She went to the bread-bin in the corner and began to saw off two crusts. From the parlour on the first floor came the turbulent trills of the ‘Huntsman’s Chorus’.


    ‘It all,’ said Mr Blake, shaking his youngest daughter absent-mindedly, ‘ it all really depends on Cordelia, doesn’t it? She’s a very good girl. Very good indeed and it’s her happiness we want above aught else.’


    ‘But naturally,’ said Mr Ferguson, ‘you have some parental influence.’


    ‘Of course,’ said Mrs Blake. ‘And I fancy we should know what is best for the dear child’s happiness. Dear Brook! May I call you Brook? I’m that convinced you and Cordelia are meant for each other. In my heart, here, here, I believe I’ve felt it from the start!’


    Pushing hair up from her face, she moved round the table and seemed about to squeeze him to her; but Mr Ferguson had other subjects to bring up, and Cordelia, cold a moment ago, cold as she’d never been before in her life, but now hot, listened unbelieving to his strong self-controlled voice.


    ‘I am a widower,’ he said, ‘ and an old man. I should want Brook. They would live with me at Grove Hall.’


    ‘Of course, yes.’


    ‘Brook’s wife would be expected to live in the style we’re accustomed to and she wouldn’t be stinted of money in doing this.’


    ‘Of course, no,’ said Mrs Blake. ‘Cordelia’s a very good girl, as Mr Blake said. And the clever one of the family. We’ve always said that, haven’t we, Mr Blake? Three prizes she won at school, and if Mr Blake or I are ever wrong in our monies she can put us right in no time. And as for fretwork … Did you see that decoration over the mirror in the shop? When she was twelve …’


    Shut up, Mother, thought Cordelia, shut up, Mother, shut up.


    ‘… Simple people, and I should be there to give her any advice she needed. There are times when I might be away and Brook might also be away, but I do not think your daughter on the whole would find her life too lonely.’


    ‘Of course, no, Mr Ferguson. Why ever should she be?’


    Mr Blake had been trying to get a word in. Now he passed the baby back to his wife and blurted out:


    ‘We’re – grateful for this offer, Mr Ferguson, but–’ He hesitated, and they all looked at him, Mrs Blake in horrid astonishment, while he put a finger inside the rim of his large collar. ‘But I’m Cordelia’s father, and it seems to me – not being ungrateful, mind you – it seems to me that it’s up to the girl to choose – and choose quite free – who she’ll marry and when.’


    He was going to go on but he was too slow.


    ‘Nay, of course she will, John James,’ said his wife indignantly. ‘Nobody thought anything different. But if I know my dear child, she’ll choose the way we want her to.’


    ‘Why not call her now?’ suggested Mr Ferguson. ‘Then we could proceed.’


    ‘I think it might be a sudden shock for the dear girl,’ objected Mrs Blake, but her husband had already gone to the back door.


    ‘Cordelia!’


    There was no answer. It was growing dark in the garden.


    ‘She’s out here somewhere,’ said Mr Blake stolidly.


    ‘You go and fetch her, Brook,’ said Mr Ferguson.


    ‘Oh, no,’ said Brook. ‘I hardly like to. Wouldn’t it be better–’


    At that moment the echoing jangle of twenty-nine clocks came to them from the shop, and almost at once two cuckoo clocks on the mantelpiece opened their doors and began to explode.


    ‘Do you know how a cuckoo works?’ asked Mr Blake, diverted.


    ‘I do not,’ said Mr Ferguson.


    ‘It’s really quite a nice bit of machinery. Remind me to show you some time. When the hour comes, a wire gives a push to the body of the bird–’


    ‘Mr Blake,’ said Mrs Blake, ‘go and fetch your daughter. And tell Essie to stay out for the present.’


    ‘Was it me you wanted, Father?’ said Cordelia.


    She came in out of the falling dusk, in her pink striped skirt with its frilled hem and white apron; and there was a piece of old blue ribbon about her throat. No one – except her mother, who had come to distrust innocence in her second daughter – supposed any connection between this lovely girl with her natural reserve and dignity and the scraping sounds they had all heard on the roof.


  

    

      Chapter Four

    


    A few hours later she lay in bed watching Esther at the dressing-table brushing her hair. Her own hair lay in a cloud on the pillow, looking darker than it really was against the white linen. Her eyes were at their most thoughtful. Yet behind the thoughtfulness was a hint of humour, as if she wanted to laugh at life even when life held her in its closest and most humourless grip.


    ‘Well, go on,’ said Esther, ‘what then?’


    They never modified their voices when talking in the bedroom; experience had shown that whispers would wake Sarah and Mary in the other bed, but ordinary speech seldom.


    ‘Well then,’ said Cordelia slowly, ‘I said – simply out of panic and to gain time – ‘‘What sort of an offer?’’ Old Mr Ferguson looked a bit impatient, but he smiled and I think he was going to say something, only Mother spoke first. ‘‘The only sort of offer a gentleman can bring,’’ she said, and I could see how excited she was. I’ve never seen her so worked-up before, though I believe she was doing her best to hide it.’


    ‘What did Brook say?’


    ‘Nothing – at least, not then. I didn’t look at him. Just then Penny upset her bowl of milk and it gave me something to do to wipe up the mess, but Mother stopped me and Mr Ferguson said something about him being happy at the idea of the match and he was sure his son had made a wise choice. Then Papa took out his watch and began winding it – you know how we always used to mind our step when he did that when we were young. And he said: ‘‘Is this a surprise to you, Cordelia?’’


    ‘And of course you said it was?’


    ‘I said it was! And it had been five minutes before! Oh, Essie, up on that roof I could have died–’


    ‘Go on. You said it was a surprise. What did Father say?’


    ‘He stood there fiddling with his watch and made such a queer little speech, slow and steady and careful and wise, almost as if he was talking to himself, about this was just as much a surprise to him and that he was very mindful of the kindness meant, but that he didn’t want anything – anything that had been said to something the main point – I’ve forgotten the word he used – which main point was my happiness, and of course, Brook’s happiness; and although he thought it right that I should be told at once, he must insist that I didn’t answer tonight even if I should have no hesitation in saying yes. Winnie was crying now and making everybody have to say things twice to be heard, and Penny had turned her bowl upside-down and was beating the top of it with her spoon. But Mummie seemed too upset at what Papa was saying to take any notice of any of this; and then Teddy came in from the shop to know if it was time to close.’


    Cordelia paused and looked at her sister. Esther was plaiting her hair.


    ‘D’you think they were annoyed when they left, Delia? I thought Brook looked a bit down, but perhaps that was the lace curtains.’


    Cordelia said: ‘I wish he’d asked you, Essie.’


    ‘Oh, pooh!’ Esther turned. ‘I’m glad he didn’t. I should have told him …’ She stopped. From now on the Fergusons were no longer material for joking. All that was changed. ‘I wouldn’t have been any good to him at all.’


    ‘Yes, you would.’ Cordelia paused. ‘Why not?’


    ‘Oh … I think Brook needs someone more like you. You’re the practical one. You’d be able to look after a big house and not let it worry you. I’d be off my head. And you’re kind and understanding …’


    Cordelia sat up and hugged her knees through the bedclothes. ‘I’m not kind and understanding, Essie! No more than anyone else. It’s rubbish to talk like that. I’m selfish – I want to be happy, happier than most people. I want comfort and an easy life. Oh, Lord, I don’t want to be a dressmaker always: pins and needles and lengths of serge every day from eight in the morning till eight at night. And being crushed up and short of money … I want all the things, the good things, there are in the world. I want to travel and to have time to read and to think – to meet people, intelligent people, and to hear music and to go to dances and to give parties – of my own, in my own home …’


    Esther dropped her plaits behind her shoulders and climbed slowly into bed beside the other girl.


    They did not say anything more for some time, Esther with her hands behind her head on the pillow, Cordelia sitting up, leaning back against the painted iron bedrail. However much one tried to consider it so, this was not just an offer of marriage from a rather kind, delicate man seven or eight years older than oneself.


    Not only were the good qualities in her appealed to; but all the instincts she felt in her heart had no right to be considered – and all the dreams. If as a child she’d ever tried to snatch the biggest plum; if she had ever given way to pride; if she had ever felt lazy or envious or wanting to be better than her fellows or to shine in the eyes of the neighbourhood, or to be a benefactor of one’s family … If she had ever dreamed of becoming beautiful and rich …


    ‘D’you love him, Delia?’ Esther asked.


    ‘Oh, I like him,’ said Cordelia quickly. ‘I like him very much. I think perhaps …’


    ‘When have you promised to give an answer?’


    ‘Papa said next Tuesday, but Mother looked as if she was going to be ill, so we agreed on Sunday. They’re to drive us home from church and I’ve to tell him then.’


    Esther knelt on the pillow and turned out the gas. The steady hissing died away and there was a sharp plop. She settled into the bed again.


    The new darkness gave her courage and she said:


    ‘What’s it to be?’


    Cordelia settled down on to the pillow, letting out a slow and not quite steady breath.


    ‘I wish life wasn’t so mixed up.’


    ‘How d’you mean?’


    ‘I wish one didn’t have to have children – and all that sort of thing.’


    ‘Don’t you want a family?’


    ‘Oh, yes – some day. It’s not the family I don’t want …’


    There was a long silence. Far away in the distance came a rumble of thunder, lazy, reluctant, moving across the roofs of the sleeping town.


    Esther said: ‘I forgot to starch my cuffs. It was all the excitement. Hang.’


    ‘I’ve got a pair you can have.’


    ‘Thanks.’


    There was another silence.


    ‘What are you laughing at?’ Cordelia said.


    ‘I’m not laughing. At least, not the way you think. I was only thinking how funny it would be to have a sister who lived at Grove Hall.’


    So even Esther really, privately, took it for granted. Teddy too. Over cocoa he had had his revenge for their teasing of him. But beneath the chaff Cordelia had been able to see that he was counting on the marriage and was quietly excited about it. Already they were all counting on it, building it into their picture of the future. ‘My daughter, Mrs Ferguson.’ ‘My brother-in-law who owns the printing and dye works in Ancoats.’


    There was really only her father who stood out against all this pressure, who refused to let her hurry herself. Thanks to him, she had at least some time for reflection. But was her choice really free when she knew her mother would practically die of the disappointment, and she expecting to be confined next month? Cordelia didn’t want a repetition of last year and the year before, when they had lost Clara and little Elizabeth: her mother sitting in front of the fire crying with her hair down and all the children round her crying too. She didn’t want to feel responsible for such a scene.


    And Brook? Could she make him happy and in so doing be happy herself? Before they left he had come across and touched her elbow and said:


    ‘I’ll wait for Sunday. I’ll – I’ll hope you’ll choose right – the way I want you to choose. It would make me very happy.’


    It was the nearest he had yet come to speaking of his own feelings. She felt warmer, comforted by remembering it.


    ‘Essie,’ she said.


    ‘Yes,’ said Esther indistinctly, being nearly asleep.


    ‘Oh, it doesn’t matter.’


    She lay quiet until she heard her sister’s regular breathing, and then slipped quietly out of bed and went to the window. She stood in her long nightdress against the glass with the curtain parted by her outstretched hands.


    There was a moon somewhere, but the night was heavily overcast. She stood there and thought: All the selfish things, pride, position; all the unselfish little things, compassion and liking for Brook, wanting to please and help my family; if they are all piled up one on top of another …


    She would be able to help her family, that was certain. They were always hard up. Much of Mr Blake’s work was visiting the big houses of the countryside to attend to their clocks, and for this work he seldom got paid more than once in three years; some had even run on for seven. To found a family of her own, surely found it in comfort and security and position. Wrong to feel pride and excitement in that? Her children would not need to be brought up anyhow – they could go to fine schools, perhaps be trained for things even above dye works and Grove Hall. To throw all that away … She thought: The first I shall call John James and the second Edward Blake and the third, if there is a third, Brook. But what of this Brook? I felt more for that boy Teddy brought home when I was thirteen. Yet I like Brook. We get on well. He’s clever, plays the piano much better than I shall ever be able to, he writes poetry, is a gentleman. Mrs Brook Ferguson of Grove Hall. Get thee behind me, Satan.


    Heavens, I’m excited. I shall never, never sleep!


    Talk to Father tomorrow. He’s the only one who’s keeping a level head. But what can I tell him? I can’t shift the decision to him. It must be mine, mine.


    She turned from the window and came slowly back to the bed. The sound of quiet regular breathing met her in the darkness. Three of them there, peacefully asleep. I wish it were Esther, she thought. (Do I, truly, honestly?) I wish I could put off deciding for three months. I wish … I wish …


    She climbed slowly up into the bed, and Esther turned over restlessly as the bed creaked. Cordelia looked at the figure beside her and thought: Esther … Brook, Esther … Brook.


    A little shiver went through her limbs, and she pulled the bedclothes up to her chin.


  

    

      Chapter Five

    


    Seven months and three days after the death of Margaret Ferguson, Brook signed the register in St James’s Church a second time.


    There had been a good deal of argument over the wedding arrangements and Mr Ferguson had wondered once or twice whether he had been wise to choose a girl with such an obstructive and independent father. It was not at all what he had expected.


    Mr Blake had insisted on all his rights, and the marriage had almost foundered on Mr Ferguson’s suggestion that the wedding breakfast should be held at Grove Hall. Mrs Blake, now nursing her fifteenth, had needed all her hysterics to persuade John James that the reception need not be in the tiny parlour over the shop; and eventually they compromised by holding it in the Albion Hotel. There in superb dignity only offset by his slight build and roomy collar, Mr Blake followed Mr Ferguson’s speech with one of equal length, though far fewer words, in which he likened life to the building of a great clock and the partnership of marriage to the fitting together of two cogwheels which turned ever afterwards in precision and harmony.


    She had gone through it calmly, detached, and a little surprised at her own detachment. A few days before she had been terribly excited, wound up, but on the day this strange calm.


    Someone was marrying Brook Ferguson. O God, who by Thy mighty power hast made all things of nothing who also did appoint that out of man woman should take her beginning; and, knitting them together, didst teach that it should never be lawful to put asunder those whom Thou by Matrimony hast made one, O God, who has consecrated the state of Matrimony to such an excellent mystery … She saw it all with extraordinary clearness: the nervous perspiration round the corners of Brook’s nose; the thick rimless eyeglasses and swinging black cord of Tom Griffin, the best man; that other tall young man with the friendly smile who seemed so taken with Esther’s vivid bridesmaid beauty; the slightly common effect of Aunt Higginbottom’s coral beads of which she was so proud; the new clergyman, Mr Shrike, with his new Dundreary whiskers. And later Mr Ferguson’s dominance of the whole scene, his beautiful white waistcoat and shiny silk hat, her mother’s tears – which might have been of regret at losing a daughter or relief that the wedding had come off after all; Mr Ferguson’s friend, Mr Slaney-Smith, who made a dryly witty speech but really rather took too much on himself by seeming to claim credit for the whole affair; Brook’s shabby out-of-date aunt, whom everyone seemed so unkindly to ignore, and Brook’s eccentric uncle; the fashionable breakfast Mr Blake had ordered, beginning with a sardine and ending with some sort of cheese no one had ever tasted before. If there was one thing that disturbed her during the early part of the day, it was not any of the ordinary embarrassments of a bride but the thought of how much her father was spending on her, how little he could afford it, what her family might now have to do without during the coming winter.


    Brook, she could see, felt it more than she did, even though this was his second adventure. Curious how little she thought of his first wife; but she’d never known her, not yet even seen a photo of her; she had no twinges of jealousy, no curiosity to know more; Margaret belonged to Brook’s past and she did not yet try to visualize it.


    After the breakfast Mr Slaney-Smith sang ‘ Tell Me Mary How to Woo Thee’ in a thin clear tenor, and then a male quartet with quiffs as shiny as their shirt-fronts came in and gave ‘Thy Voice O Harmony’and ‘ Glorious Apollo’, while the bride and bridegroom were upstairs changing.


    At the door, after she had taken leave of the whole family, she turned back for a moment and looked at all the people who had been at the breakfast. They were smiling at her and crowding together, and some of the younger ones had got rice ready to throw. She thought: This is really happening to me. And the circumstance which suddenly pulled aside the veil which had been separating her from life all through the day was the expression on her father’s face as he shut the door of the carriage – of sudden pain and doubt – and then she had touched his hand for what seemed the last time and someone shouting and laughing had come between.


    The carriage began to draw away. I am Mrs Brook Ferguson. My home is at Grove Hall. The shop, the kitchen, the garden, the little parlour, the upright piano; I shall come to them as a stranger revisiting old places. The familiar routine, the easy jokes, the homely smells. And all the clocks chattering and chiming, something which has been with me ever since my first memories of warmth, of the rocking-chair, of the singing kettle.


    ‘Phew!’ Brook said. ‘I’m glad it’s over, dear, aren’t you? I got so hot in the church, and then it was cold in the dining-room. I hope I haven’t caught a chill. What time did Father say we get to Blackpool?’


    ‘Half-past four,’ she said. ‘ Will there be a lot of people on the train?’


    ‘Not in the first class.’


    She stared out at the passing traffic, at the big black bulk of the Infirmary and the stone drinking-fountain with the three beggars sitting beside it, at the bus with its brown horses and the street barrows and the horse-drawn drays, at the old ladies in their black velvet cloaks and black bonnets and the urchins in ragged coats and bare feet. She glanced at her husband, who had drawn the cloak around him, at the fine silk hat overshadowing his sensitive, nervous petulant face. And she thought: We are strangers. Polite words, touched hands, a nervous kiss. Little spun silk threads of contact; you could crush them and blow them away.


    But it’s not fair to doubt now, to think sentimentally of the things left behind. Sympathy and affection were his due. Already, merely by his proposal, he had given her so much. Somehow true feeling had not been possible while the two families had been there. All day she had been dried up, unattached. Now that would change.


    She said: ‘What are you thinking?’


    ‘I wish it wasn’t October. It goes dark so soon.’


    ‘It doesn’t matter, does it?’


    ‘No. No, I suppose not.’


    One hand was on his knee and she put hers over it.


    His pale face instantly flushed with pleasure.


    ‘Cordelia,’ he said. ‘We’re away from all those confounded people at last. I hate staring people wondering what you’re thinking and feeling. It’s nice to be alone. I’m very fond of you, Cordelia. I hope we’ll get on all right. I want to give you things and make you happy.’


    ‘You don’t need to give me things, Brook. I’m happy now.’


    They reached Blackpool in sunshine and drove straight to their hotel, with a strong westerly breeze pushing and thrusting at the hansom. The season was over and there were few people in the hotel. At her suggestion they went out again almost immediately to make the most of the daylight, and strolled along the front, stopping now and again to sit on one of the big black stones which stood in ridges overlooking the pebbly bar sloping down to the sea. They came back through the centre of the village, where a few people were finding amusement in the vulgar peep-show machines, and where a few of the shacks were still open and loud-voiced men invited you to buy cheap jewellery or an indigestion cure. They stopped among the shops, and Brook bought her chocolates and a stick of rock and a new handbag. He wanted to buy her more things but she would not let him. Then he got some cheroots for himself and they strolled back past the little cottages to their hotel.


    They watched the afterglow fade and then went in. A few more people were about, two elderly gentlemen and some silked and velveted old ladies. A porter was just lighting the oil lamps. Brook had taken a private sitting-room, and for the first evening they decided to have a meal up there to avoid the interested inspection of the other people.


    She had tasted champagne only once before but liked it instantly in spite of the way it made bubbles burst in your nose. It was strange, this liking, she explained to Brook, for she didn’t care much for beer or port or brandy. Champagne had a sort of clean taste like cold water gone sour.


    They both laughed at this. Brook began to tell her about his poetry. She knew he liked talking of it, and she liked to hear him. The little hesitations slipped out of his speech. During the cotton famine the Courier had published two of his poems, and occasionally he got an essay in one of the weekly papers. There was a suggestion that he might some time give a reading of his poems at the Athenaeum. If he had had his way, he said, he would have taken up literature as a career.


    Time passed quickly while he talked, and she encouraged him to go on.


    At length he said: ‘ Well, I’m tired. Are you? I expect you are. I think I’ll just go downstairs and smoke a cigar before I turn in. Would you like anything more?’


    ‘No, thank you, Brook. I shall be all right.’


    ‘Very well.’ He got up and rang for the maid and put on his cloak and hat and went down.


    In the hall he stopped to light a cheroot, feeling master of the situation. He was not drunk but had taken just enough to feel for once that he had a firm grip on life instead of being at the mercy of every eddy that came. He knew he had talked well and had interested her. None of Margaret’s condescension. She was young and untutored and poorly off and fond of him and desirable. He was knowledgeable and rich and mature. He had all the advantages. Life was good.


    Only, in a way, he wished she were not so beautiful. In living reality, and at close quarters, her loveliness unnerved him. It was always the way: the life of his imagination was subtler and easier than reality.


    There was a balcony leading off the smoking-room which looked across the road to the sands and the sea, and he went there and leaned against the rail looking out. A single lantern hung over the entrance from the french windows. Another man was at the other end of the balcony, and Brook nodded a brief good evening.


    He was glad of the prospect that for a fortnight he would be free from his father. On this fortnight they should do everything, go everywhere they possibly could. He looked forward to showing her all the things she had not seen and teaching her all the things she did not know. With Margaret it had never been possible. Apart from the difference in age, she came from a family which had inevitably seen more and knew more than he ever had. He remembered how Margaret had looked that first wedding night. Ever so slightly superior and passionless – and ever so slightly resentful. It had given him a sense of inferiority, of amateurism, though he knew in truth she was as innocent as he.


    ‘Right unseasonable weather we’re having, sir,’ said the man in the other corner.


    ‘Yes,’ said Brook.


    ‘We’ve seen naught of the October gales yet. It’s been a strange autumn, has this. Why, I was walking along the South Shore this morning and watching the people shuttering up their windows and sealing them with clay, and all the time the sun was shining and it was as warm as August.’


    ‘We – only came tonight. I shall be glad if the fine weather holds a day or two more.’


    ‘Eh, but the gales are healthy, lad.’ The stub of a cigar showed up a fierce brick-coloured old face, whiskered and alert. ‘Always come for ’em. Have been coming for ’em for near on forty years. Blows the cobwebs away for the winter.’


    ‘Yes, I suppose so.’ He had to be grateful to his father; without him it would not have been possible. One resented so often the things that he did, so reasonable, so ruthless. One resented having things decided for one, and yet … The girl in the grey churchyard had become his.


    ‘Only missed one year, and that was when the wife died. She’d been a diabetic for some years, but in the end it was a stroke that took her …’


    There was a strong salty smell coming in from the sea; it filled one’s lungs and enriched one’s blood. That champagne …


    ‘From Manchester,’ said Brook, wishing now he had not chosen this place for his cigar.


    ‘I was there three months ago. In hospital for an operation. Stone in the bladder, it was. You wouldn’t think you’d come through it at my time of life, would you? How old d’you think I am? Nearly seventy-eight. The surgeons were right surprised when I told them. They said: ‘‘He’s got a strong heart, has Mr Wainwright.”’


    On that other honeymoon his father had come over to Filey at the end of the second week; Margaret had resented it. It had been the first of many clashes … There’d never been any real peace between Margaret and his father all the years, only a sort of armistice between quarrels.


    ‘The things they can do nowadays. They wanted me to have an anaesthetic, but I said no.’ The old man moved nearer and stared into Brook’s face, searching it for expression and interest. ‘Never lost my wits in seventy-eight years and not going to start now. D’ye see? It’s not really an operation, lad, not a cutting, that is …’


    ‘Yes,’ said Brook suddenly, feeling a bit sick as the story came home to him. Up to now he had kept the old man’s nonsense at bay. The words had fallen on his ears and meant nothing. ‘ I see. Well, I think–’


    ‘They crush the stone. With an instrument. Like a thin pair of pliers almost.’


    How would you like this to happen to you? The nightmare of his life was fear of pain.


    ‘Look, I’ll tell you. It’s really a matter of making up one’s mind to it. They say the Greeks …’ He went into details.


    God, shut up! Leave me alone. Go away, old man. I want to think of youth and health and pleasure, not age and disease and pain. I’ve always got something the matter with me, some trivial thing that might not be trivial. Do I want to think of such things tonight?


    ‘What went wrong with me was that they cracked it in two but only one piece was crushed. So they said to me, ‘‘Will you go through with it now, Mr Wainwright, or have you had enough?”’


    Brook sat down and took a deep breath. The sea air was sweet.


    ‘They said many a man half my age …’ The old fellow put the tip of his cigar back among his whiskers. ‘They said it surprised them. What’s to do, lad? Reckon that cheroot’s a bit strong, eh? They’re always a tidy mouthful, are those long thin ones.’ His fierce old face was peering, questing. ‘Got something wrong with you, eh? I had a nephew once–’


    ‘There’s nothing wrong with me,’ Brook said, standing up. And that queer distaste for offending people made him add: ‘ Thank you. I think it’s time I turned in. Good night.’


    He went in through the darkened smoke-room, knocking into a table in his haste, and hurried through the hall. He went up the stairs and fortunately there was a chair on the landing. There was a plant on a wicker table beside it and he crushed out the cheroot and dropped it in the pot. Angry and humiliated, he sat quiet for a few moments and began to feel better.


    He got up and went into the sitting-room. The table had been cleared and Cordelia was not there. He pottered about a few moments. He had brought a few books with him, and she had arranged them on the top of the display cabinet. He took one down and stared at it, then replaced it and went to the bedroom door.


    The bedroom was ornate, with a faded red carpet and a crimson and gilt Fleur de Lys patterned paper. The furniture was of heavy polished walnut, with lace antimacassars, and there were two improving texts on the walls: ‘The memory of the just is blessed’ and ‘I sleep but my heart waketh.’


    He had never seen her with her hair down before. He went forward and sat on the edge of the bed.


    ‘Cordelia … You’re lovely.’


    The colour flushed up to her cheeks.


    ‘Am I, Brook?’


    He put his hand over hers.


    ‘You’re cold,’ she said. ‘And pale. Are you all right?’


    He stiffened.


    ‘Of course I’m all right.’ He got up sharply and went to the decorated mirror over the fireplace. Yes, he looked sallow, ill. She had seen it, she with her abounding health. Perhaps already she despised him. So perhaps it was all to be just the same.


    ‘We’ll leave here tomorrow,’ he said.


    ‘… Leave?’


    ‘And go to Bailey’s. It’s a better hotel – more modern.’


    There was silence.


    ‘Just as you say, Brook. I shall be happy anywhere.’


    ‘Will you?’ He turned. ‘Will you, Delia; that’s what I want to know.’


    Her eyes widened in astonishment. ‘ Of course I shall. This is all new to me, Brook. And it’s our— I don’t mind where we stay. Brook, I was thinking while you were out just now – are there gypsies at the South Shore? A girl I knew came here last year and she said she bought a pretty basket and had her fortune told. I’d like to go there. It would be fun, wouldn’t it? Can we go tomorrow?’ As he did not respond she said: ‘What’s the matter? Have I said something to offend you?’


    ‘No. Nonsense. Nothing at all.’ He leaned against the mantelshelf, looking at her, conscious he still felt far from well. ‘We’ll leave first thing tomorrow morning,’ he said defiantly. ‘Father should never have booked here; he only did that because he and Mother used to come here in the old days.’


    ‘Where’s Bailey’s?’


    ‘That big place we passed near the centre of the town. There’ll be more life there.’ He said with a sudden rush: ‘We’ll go out to the Star Inn tomorrow for lunch, if you like. They have wonderful oysters. Then we can go and see your gypsies. I’ll buy you baskets and you can have your fortune told as often as you like. Afterwards, tomorrow evening, we’ll go the other way …’


    He stopped, thinking suddenly that to talk so was to show his nervousness, not hide it.


    ‘It’s like a new life beginning,’ she said.


    ‘Have some more champagne?’


    She shook her head. ‘No …’


    ‘Mind if I have some?’


    ‘No …’


    He went out and drank a glass and felt the warmth creeping into him again. He drank another glass and went back.


    He sat on the bed and took her by the shoulders and kissed her.


    ‘Brook,’ she said. ‘I …’


    ‘Well?’


    She shook her head. ‘Nothing.’


    He tried to look into her eyes, but their clear depths looked past him, seeming to seek escape and detachment beyond the confines of the room. He could smell something on her hair and the faint perfume of her body. Then panic took him and he suddenly accepted her instinctive solution. Keep self-consciousness and personality out of it. Forget self, forget sickness, forget Brook Ferguson.


    He kissed her on the neck, the cheeks, and the hair, and she half turned away, then checked the movement, checked revulsion and fear and turned towards him, accepting this baptism of experience that he was about to bestow.
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