



  [image: cover]






  




  THE FOUR SWANS




  A Novel of Cornwall, 1795–1797




  [image: ]




  WINSTON GRAHAM




  PAN BOOKS




  





  To Fred and Gladys




  



  
[image: ]





  



  
[image: ]





  





  BOOK ONE




  





  Chapter One




  I




  Daniel Behenna, physician and surgeon, was forty years old and lived in a square, detached, untidy house in Goodwives Lane, Truro. He was himself square in build and detached

  in manner, but not at all unkempt, since the citizens of the town and district paid well for the benefit of his modern physical knowledge. He had married early, and then again a second time, but

  both his wives had died, and he and his two young daughters were now looked after by a Mrs Childs, who lived in. His assistant, Mr Arthur, slept over the stables.




  Behenna had been in Truro only five years, having come direct from London where he had not only established a reputation as a practitioner but had written and published a monograph amending

  Smellie’s famous Treatise on Midwifery; and since his arrival he had much impressed the wealthier provincials with his authority and skill.




  In particular authority. When men were ill they did not want the pragmatical approach of a Dwight Enys, who used his eyes and saw how often his remedies failed, and therefore was tentative in

  his decisions. They did not want someone who came in and sat and talked pleasantly and had an unassuming word for the children, even a pat for the dog. They liked the importance, the confidence,

  the attack of a demi-god, whose voice was already echoing through the house as he mounted the stairs, who had the maids scurrying for water or blankets and the patient’s relatives hanging on

  every word. Behenna was such a man. His very appearance made the heart beat faster, even if, as often happened, it later stopped beating altogether. Failure did not depress him. If one of his

  patients died it was not the fault of his remedies, it was the fault of the patient.




  He dressed well and to the best standards of his profession. When he travelled far – as his mounting reputation more and more obliged him to do – he rode a handsome black horse

  called Emir and wore buckskin breeches and top boots, with a heavy cloak thrown over a velvet coat with brass buttons, and in the winter thick woollen gloves to keep his hands warm. When in town he

  used a muff instead of the gloves and carried a gold-banded cane which had a vinaigrette in the head containing herbs to combat infection.




  In an evening in early October 1795 he returned from local calls across the river where he had prescribed his heroic treatment for two patients suffering from summer cholera and had drawn three

  pints of fluid from the stomach of a dropsical corn merchant. It had been a warm month after the bad summer and the deadly winter which had preceded it, and the little town had been drowsing gently

  in the day’s heat. The smells of sewage and decaying refuse had been strong all afternoon, but with evening a breeze had sprung up and the air was sweet again. The tide was full, and the

  river had crept in and surrounded the clustered town like a sleeping lake.




  As he reached his front door Dr Behenna waved away a small group of people who had started up at his coming. In the main the less well-to-do went to the apothecaries of the town, the poor made

  do with what nostrums they could brew themselves or buy for a penny from a travelling gypsy; but sometimes he helped on odd case without charge – he was not an ungenerous man and it

  ministered to his ego – so always a few waited about for him, hoping for a moment’s consultation on his doorstep. But today he was not in the mood.




  As he left his horse to the stable boy and entered the house, Mrs Childs, his housekeeper, came out to greet him. Her hair stood out, and she was wiping her hands on a soiled towel.




  ‘Dr Behenna, sur!’ Her voice was a whisper. ‘Thur be a gent to see ee. In the parlour. He’ve been yur some five and twenty minute. I didn’t know rightly ’ow

  long ye’d be gone, but he says to me, he says, “I’ll wait.” Just like that. “I’ll wait.” So I put’n in parlour.’




  He stared at her while he set down his cloak and bag. She was a slovenly young woman, and he often wondered why he tolerated her. There was only one reason, really.




  ‘What gentleman? Why did you not call Mr Arthur?’ He did not lower his voice, and she glanced nervously behind her.




  ‘Mr Warleggan,’ she said.




  Behenna observed himself in the mildewed mirror, smoothed his hair back, dusted a freckle of powder from his cuff, looked his hands over to see there were no unpleasant stains on them.




  ‘Where is Miss Flotina?’




  ‘Gone music. Miss May be still abed. But Mr Arthur say the fever have remitted.’




  ‘Of course it will have remitted. Well, see that I am not disturbed.’




  ‘Ais, sur.’




  Behenna cleared his throat and went into the parlour, a puzzled man.




  But there was no mistake. Mr George Warleggan was standing by the window, hands behind back, square shouldered, composed. His hair had been fresh dressed; his clothes were of a London cut. The

  richest man in town and one of the most influential, there was yet something about his stance, now that he had passed his middle thirties, which was reminiscent of his grandfather, the

  blacksmith.




  ‘Mr Warleggan. I hope I have not kept you waiting. Had I known . . .’




  ‘Which you did not. I have passed the time admiring your skeleton. We are indeed fearfully and wonderfully made.’




  His tone was cold; but then it was always cold.




  ‘It was put together in my student days. We dug him up. He was a felon who had come to a bad end. There are always some such in a big city.’




  ‘Not only in a big city.’




  ‘Allow me to offer you refreshment. A cordial or a glass of canary.’




  George Warleggan shook his head. ‘Your woman, your housekeeper, has already offered.’




  ‘Then pray sit down. I’m at your service.’




  George Warleggan accepted a seat and crossed his legs. Without moving his neck his glance wandered round the room. Behenna regretted that the place was not in better order. Books and papers were

  jumbled on a table, together with jars of Glauber’s salts and boxes of Dover’s powders. Two empty bottles with worm-eaten corks stood among the medical records on the desk. A

  girl’s frock was flung over a chair-back beside the dangling skeleton. The surgeon frowned: he did not expect his rich patients to call on him, but if they did this appearance could create a

  bad impression.




  They sat in silence for a minute or so. It seemed a very long time.




  ‘I called,’ said George, ‘on a personal matter.’




  Dr Behenna inclined his head.




  ‘Therefore what I have to say must be confidential. I imagine we cannot be overheard?’




  ‘Everything,’ said the surgeon, ‘everything between doctor and patient is confidential.’




  George looked at him drily. ‘Quite so. But this must be more so.’




  ‘I don’t think I follow your meaning.’




  ‘I mean that only you and I will know of this conversation. If it should come to the ears of a third party I shall know that I have not spoken.’




  Behenna drew himself up in his chair, but did not answer. His very strong sense of his own importance was only just contained by his sense of the greater importance of the Warleggans.




  ‘In those circumstances, Dr Behenna, I would not be a good friend.’




  The surgeon went to the door and flung it open. The hall was empty. He shut the door again.




  ‘If you wish to speak, Mr Warleggan, you may do so. I can offer you no greater assurance than I have already done.’




  George nodded. ‘So be it.’




  They both sat quiet for a moment.




  George said: ‘Are you a superstitious man?’




  ‘No, sir. Nature is governed by immutable laws which neither man nor amulet can change. It is the business of the physician to grasp the truth of those laws and apply them to the

  destruction of disease. All diseases are curable. No man should die before old age.’




  ‘You have two young children?’




  ‘Of twelve and nine.’




  ‘You do not think they are likely to be affected by the bones of a felon hanging in their home day and night?’




  ‘No, sir. If they appeared to be so affected, a strong purging would cure them.’




  George nodded again. He put three fingers into his fob pocket and began to turn the money there.




  ‘You attended my wife at the birth of our child. You have been a frequent visitor to our house since. You have, I assume, delivered many women.’




  ‘Many thousands. For two years I was at the Lying-in Hospital at Westminster under Dr Ford. I may claim that my experience is not equalled in Cornwall – and seldom elsewhere. But . .

  . you know this, Mr Warleggan. You knew it when your wife, Mrs Warleggan, was with child and you retained my services. I presume that you have not found those services wanting.’




  ‘No.’ George Warleggan thrust out his bottom lip. He looked more than ever like the Emperor Vespasian being judicial on some matter of empire. ‘But it was about that that I

  wished to consult you.’




  ‘I am at your service,’ said Behenna again.




  ‘My child, my son Valentine, was an eight-month child. That’s correct? Because of the accident of my wife’s fall, my son was born prematurely by about a month. Am I

  right?’




  ‘You are right.’




  ‘But tell me, Dr Behenna, among the thousands of children you have delivered, you must have seen a great many infants prematurely born. Is that so?’




  ‘Yes, a considerable number.’




  ‘Eight month? Seven month? Six month?’




  ‘Eight and seven. I’ve never seen a child survive at six months.’




  ‘And those born prematurely that did survive, like Valentine. There were distinct and recognizable differences in them at birth? I mean between them and such as come to the full

  time?’




  Behenna dared to allow himself a few seconds to speculate on the trend of his visitor’s questioning. ‘Differences? Of what nature?’




  ‘I am asking you.’




  ‘There are no differences of any importance, Mr Warleggan. You can set your mind at rest. Your son has suffered no ill-effects whatsoever from being prematurely born.’




  ‘I’m not concerned with differences now.’ Asperity had crept into George Warleggan’s voice. ‘What are the differences at the time?’




  Behenna had never considered his sentences more carefully. ‘Weight chiefly, of course. It is almost unknown for an eight-month child to weigh more than six pounds. Seldom the same loud

  cry. Nails . . .’




  ‘I am told that an eight-month child does not have nails.’




  ‘That’s not correct. They are small, and soft instead of hard—’




  ‘I am told the skin of such a child is wrinkled and red.’




  ‘So is that of many at full term.’




  ‘I am told that they do not have hair.’




  ‘Oh, sometimes. But it is rare and very thin.’




  A cart clattered down the lane. When it had gone George said:




  ‘The purpose of my questions may by now have become clear to you, Dr Behenna. I have to put to you the final question. Was my son, or was he not, a premature child?’




  Daniel Behenna moistened his lips. He was aware that his expression was being closely watched, and he was also aware of the tensions of the other man and what in a less self-possessed person

  would have been observed as suffering.




  He got up and walked to the window. The light showed up the bloodstains on his cuff. ‘On many physical questions, Mr Warleggan, it’s not easy to return a definite yes or no. In this

  matter you must first give me leave to remember. I am sure you will understand that your son is now – what? – eighteen, twenty months old. Since I delivered Mrs Warleggan I have

  attended many women in parturition. Let me see, what day did you call me in?’




  ‘On the thirteenth of February of last year. My wife fell on the stairs at Trenwith. It was a Thursday evening about six o’clock. I sent a man for you at once and you came about

  midnight.’




  ‘Ah, yes, I remember. It was the week I treated Lady Hawkins for broken costae which she had sustained in the hunting field, and when I heard of your wife her accident I hoped she had not

  been a-horse; for such a fall—’




  ‘So you came,’ George said.




  ‘. . . I came. I attended on your wife throughout the night and into the next day. I believe the child presented itself that following evening.’




  ‘At a quarter after eight Valentine was born.’




  ‘Yes . . . Well, I can only tell you on first recollection, Mr Warleggan, that there was nothing that appeared as strange in the circumstances of your son’s birth. It did not, of

  course, occur to me to wonder, to speculate, or to observe closely. Why should it? I didn’t suppose there would ever come a time when it would be necessary to pronounce one way or the other

  on such a matter. On the mere matter of a month. In view of your wife’s unfortunate fall I was happy to be able to deliver her of a live and healthy boy. Have you asked your

  midwife?’




  George too got up. ‘You must remember the child you delivered. Did it have fully-formed nails?’




  ‘I believe so, but I cannot tell if—’




  ‘And hair?’




  ‘A little dark hair.’




  ‘And was the skin wrinkled? I saw it within the hour and I remember only a slight wrinkling.’




  Behenna sighed. ‘Mr Warleggan, you are one of my wealthiest clients, and I have no wish to offend you. But may I be entirely frank?’




  ‘That’s what I have just asked you to be.’




  ‘Well, may I suggest, in all deference, that you return home and think no more of this matter. Your reasons for this enquiry I’ll not venture to ask. But if you expect to receive

  from me at this date – or indeed from any other person – a plain statement that your son was or was not a full-term child, you are asking, sir, for the impossible. Nature is not so to

  be categorized. The normal is only the norm – on which there are wide variations.’




  ‘So you will not tell me.’




  ‘I cannot tell you. Had you asked me at the time I should have ventured a firmer opinion, that is all. Naturalia non sunt turpia, as the saying is.’




  George picked up his stick and prodded at the carpet. ‘Dr Enys is back, I understand, and will soon be riding his rounds.’




  Behenna stiffened. ‘He is still ill and will shortly marry his heiress.’




  ‘Some people think well of him.’




  ‘That is their concern, not mine, Mr Warleggan. For my part I have only contempt for the majority of his practices, which show a weakness of disposition and a lack of conviction. A man

  without a lucid and well-proven medical system is a man without hope.’




  ‘Just so. Just so. I have always heard, of course, that medical men do not speak well of their rivals.’




  Nor perhaps bankers of their rivals, Behenna thought.




  ‘Well . . .’ George got up. ‘I’ll wish you good day, Behenna.’




  The surgeon said: ‘I trust that Mrs Warleggan and Master Valentine continue in good health.’




  ‘Thank you, yes.’




  ‘It’s time almost that I called to see them. Perhaps early next week.’




  There was a moment’s pause, during which it seemed possible that George was considering whether to say, ‘Pray do not call again.’




  Behenna added: ‘I have tried not to speculate, Mr Warleggan, on your reason for enquiring into the matter you have raised with me. But I would not be human if I did not appreciate how

  important my answer might be to you. Therefore, sir, appreciate how difficult that answer is. I could not, and indeed assuredly would not, make a statement which, for all I know, might be

  considered to impugn the honour of a noble and virtuous woman – that’s to say, I could not and would not without a certainty in my mind which I emphatically do not possess. Did I

  possess it, I would feel it my duty to tell you. I do not possess it. That is all.’




  George regarded him with cold eyes. His whole expression was one of distaste and dislike – which might have conveyed his opinion of the surgeon or only what he felt of a necessity which

  forced him to betray so much to a stranger.




  ‘You will remember how this conversation began, Dr Behenna.’




  ‘I am pledged to secrecy.’




  ‘Pray see that you keep it.’ He went to the door. ‘My family is well, but you may call if you wish.’




  After he had gone Behenna went through into the kitchen. ‘Nellie, this house is a disgrace! You idle away your time gossiping and dreaming and observing the traffic. The

  parlour is not fit to receive a distinguished patient! See, have that frock taken away! And the shoes. Have a care for your position here!’




  He went on rebuking in his strong, resonant voice for three or four minutes. She stood observing him patiently from under her hearthrug of brown hair, waiting for the storm to pass, sensing that

  he needed to restore his authority after having it briefly encroached on. It was rare for him ever to have it encroached on, for even when he visited his richest patients they were in distress and

  seeking his help. So he pronounced, and they waited on his words. He had never attended on George Warleggan himself, since the man enjoyed abnormally good health. But today, as always when meeting

  him, he had had to defer. It did not please him; it had made him sweat; and he took it out on Nellie Childs.




  ‘Ais, sur,’ she said, and ‘no, sur,’ and ‘I’ll see to’n tomorrow, sur.’ She never failed to call him sir, even when he followed her into her

  bedroom; and this was the basis of their relationship. There was an unspoken quid pro quo between them. So she took his reprimands seriously but not too seriously; and when he had done she

  began quietly to tidy up the parlour while he stood by the window, hands under his coat tails, thinking of what had passed.




  ‘Miss May’ll be wanting for to see ee, sur.’




  ‘Presently.’




  She tried to gather up all the slippers, and dropped two. Her hair ballooned over her face. ‘Reckon tis rare for the gentry to call on ee, like that, sur. Was he wanting for something

  medical?’




  ‘Something medical.’




  ‘Reckon he could’ve sent one of ’is men for to fetch something medical, don’t ee reckon, sur?’




  Behenna did not answer. She went out with the slippers and returned for the frock.




  ‘Reckon I never seen Mr Warleggan come here afore like that. P’raps twas private like, not wanting his household to know?’




  Behenna turned from the window. ‘I think it was Cato who said: “Nam nulli tacuisse nocet, nocet esse locutum.” Always bear that in mind, Mrs Childs. It should be a

  guiding principle of yours. As of many others.’




  ‘Mebbe so, but I don’t know what it d’mean, so I cann’t say, can I?’




  ‘For your benefit I will translate. “It is harmful to no one to have been silent, but it is often harmful to have spoken.”’




  II




  George Tabb was sixty-eight and worked at the Fighting Cocks Inn as a horse keeper and porter. He earned 9s. a week, and sometimes received an extra shilling for helping with

  the cocking. He lived in a lean-to beside the inn, and there his wife, still an industrious woman in spite of ill-health, made about an extra £2 a year taking in washing. With the occasional

  pickings that come to a porter he therefore earned just enough to live on; but in the nine years since his friend and employer Charles William Poldark had died he had become too fond of the bottle,

  and now often drank himself below subsistence level. Emily Tabb tried to keep a tight hold on the purse strings, but with 5s. a week for bread, 6d. a week for meat, 9d. for half a pound each of

  butter and cheese, a shilling for two pecks of potatoes, and a weekly rental of 2s., there was no room for manoeuvre. Mrs Tabb endlessly regretted – as indeed did her husband in his soberer

  moments – the circumstances in which they had left Trenwith two and a half years ago. The widowed and impoverished Elizabeth Poldark had had to let her servants go one by one, until only the

  faithful Tabbs were left; but Tabb in his cups had presumed too much on his indispensability and when Mrs Poldark suddenly remarried they had had to leave.




  One afternoon in early October George Tabb was brushing out the cockpit behind the inn to make ready for a match that was to take place the following day, when the innkeeper whistled to him and

  told him there was someone to see him. Tabb went out and found an emaciated man in black, whose eyes were so close-set that they appeared to be crossed.




  ‘Tabb? George Tabb? Someone want a word with you. Tell your master. You’ll be the half-hour.’




  Tabb eyed his visitor and asked what it was all about, and who wanted him and why; but he was told no more. There was another man outside in the street, so he put away his broom and went with

  them.




  It was no distance. A few yards down an alley, along the river bank where another full tide glimmered and brimmed, up a street to a door in a wall, across a yard. The back of a tall house.




  ‘In here.’ He went in. A room that might have been a lawyer’s office. ‘Wait here.’ The door was shut behind him. He was left alone.




  He blinked warily, uneasy, wondering what ill this summons foreshadowed. He had not long to wait. A gentleman came in through another door. Tabb stared in surprise.




  ‘Mr Warleggan!’ He had no forelock to touch, but he touched his wrinkled head.




  The other George, the infinitely important George, nodded to him and went to sit down at the desk. He studied some papers while Tabb’s unease grew. It was on Mr Warleggan’s orders

  when he married Mrs Poldark that the Tabbs had been dismissed from her service, and his greeting today had shown no amiability.




  ‘Tabb,’ said George, without looking up. ‘I want to ask you a few questions.’




  ‘Sur?’




  ‘These questions are questions that I’ll put to you in confidence, and I shall expect you to treat them as such.’




  ‘Yes, sur.’




  ‘I see that you left the employment I obtained for you at Mrs Warleggan’s request when you left her service.’




  ‘Yes, sur. Mrs Tabb wasn’t up to the work and—’




  ‘On the contrary, I understand from Miss Agar that it was you who were unsatisfactory, and that she offered to retain Mrs Tabb if she would stay on alone.’




  Tabb’s eyes wandered uneasily about the room.




  ‘So now you eke out a miserable living as a pot boy. Very well, it is your own choice. Those who will not be helped must take the consequences!’




  Tabb cleared his throat.




  Mr Warleggan put fingers in his fob pocket and took out two coins. They were gold. ‘Nevertheless I am prepared to offer you some temporary easement of your lot. These guineas. They are

  yours, on certain conditions.’




  Tabb stared at the money as at a snake. ‘Sur?’




  ‘I want to ask you some questions about the last months of your employment at Trenwith. Can you remember them? It’s little more than two years since you left.’




  ‘Oh, yes, sur. I mind it all well.’




  ‘Only you and I are in this room, Tabb. Only you will know the questions I have asked. If in the future therefore I hear that the nature of these questions is known to others I shall know

  who has spoken of them, shall I not?’




  ‘Oh, I wouldn’t do that, sur—’




  ‘Would you not? I’m far from sure. A man in his cups has an unreliable tongue. So listen, Tabb.’




  ‘Sur?’




  ‘If ever I hear word spoken of anything I ask you this afternoon, you will be driven out of this town, and I’ll see that you starve. Starve. In the gutter. It is a promise. Will you

  in your cups remember that?’




  ‘Well, sur, I promise faithful. I can’t say more’n that. I’ll—’




  ‘As you say, you can’t say more. So keep your promise and I will keep mine.’




  Tabb licked his lips in the ensuing silence. ‘I mind those times well, sur. I mind well all that time at Trenwith when we was trying, me and Mrs Tabb, to keep the ’ouse and the farm

  together. There was no more’n the two of us for all there was to be done—’




  ‘I know – I know. And you traded on your position. So you lost your employment. But in recognition of your long service another position was found for you and you lost that. Now,

  Tabb, certain legal matters bearing on the estate wait to be settled and you may be able to help me to settle them. I first want you to remember everyone who called at the house. Everyone you saw,

  that is. From about April 1793 until June of that year when you left.’




  ‘What called? To see Mistress Elizabeth, d’ye mean? Or Miss Agatha? There was few what called, sur. The house was real bye . . . Mind, there was village folk. Betty Coad wi’

  pilchards. Lobb the Sherborner once weekly. Aaron Nanfan—’




  George waved him into silence. ‘For the Poldarks. Socially. Who called?’




  Tabb thought a few moments and rasped his chin. ‘Why you, sur. You more’n anyone! An’ for the rest, Dr Choake to see Miss Agatha, Parson Odgers once a week,

  Cap’n Henshawe, the churchwarden, Cap’n Poldark over from Nampara, Sir John Trevaunance maybe twice; I believe Mrs Ruth Treneglos once. Mrs Teague I seen once. Mind I was in the fields

  half the time and couldn’t hardly—’




  ‘How often did Captain Poldark come from Nampara?’




  ‘Oh . . . once a week. There or thereabouts.’




  ‘Often in the evening?’




  ‘Nay, sur, twas always avnoon he come. Thursday avnoon. Took tea and then off he’d go.’




  ‘Who came in the evening, then?’




  ‘Why no one, sur. Twas quiet – quiet as the dead. One widow lady, one young gentleman scarce ten years old, one rare old lady. Now if you was to ask me ’bout Mr Francis’s

  time; thur was times then—’




  ‘And Mistress Elizabeth – no doubt she went out in the evening?’




  Tabb blinked. ‘Went out? Not so’s I know, sur.’




  ‘But in the light evenings of that summer – April, May and June, she must have ridden abroad.’




  ‘Nay, she scarce rode at all. We’d sold all the ’orses, save two which was too old to be rid.’




  George fingered the two guineas, and Tabb stared at them, hoping that this was all.




  George said: ‘Come, come, you have earned nothing yet. Think, man. There must have been others about at that time.’




  Tabb racked his brains. ‘Village folk . . . Uncle Ben would be there wi’ his rabbits. Thur were no outlanders nor—’




  ‘How often did Mistress Elizabeth go to Nampara?’




  ‘To Nampara?’




  ‘That’s what I said. To visit the Ross Poldarks.’




  ‘Never. Not ever. Not’s I know. No, not ever.’




  ‘Why did she not go? They were neighbours.’




  ‘I reckon – I reckon mebbe she never got on so well with Cap’n Poldark’s wife. But tis merest guessingwork fur me to say.’




  There was a long silence.




  ‘Try to remember particularly the month of May. The middle or early part of May. Who called? Who called in the evening?’




  ‘Why . . . why no one, sur. Not a soul ever seen. I said so.’




  ‘What time did you go to bed?’




  ‘Oh . . . nine or ten. Soon as it went dark. We was out and about from cocklight to cockshut and—’




  ‘What time did Mistress Elizabeth retire?’




  ‘Oh . . . ’bout the same. We was all spent.’




  ‘Who locked up?’




  ‘I done that, last thing. Time was when we never locked, but wi’ no other servants and all these vagrants about . . .’




  ‘Well, you have earned nothing, I fear,’ said George, moving to put the money away.




  ‘Oh, sur, I’d tell ee if I knew what twas ye wanted for me to say!’




  ‘No doubt you would. So tell me this. If someone called after you went to bed, would you hear the bell?’




  ‘At night, d’ye mean?’




  ‘When else?’




  Tabb thought. ‘I doubt. I doubt there’d be anyone t’hear. Twas in the lower kitchen, the bell was, and we all slep’ well above.’




  ‘Never? Would you have known?’




  ‘Why – yes, I reckon. What would anyone want t’enter for except to steal? – and there was little enough to steal.’




  ‘But is there any secret way into the house that you know of – one that would be known perhaps to a member of the family?’




  ‘Nay . . . None’s I know. An’ I been there five and twenty year.’




  George Warleggan got up. ‘Very well, Tabb.’ He dropped the coins on the table. ‘Take your guineas and go. I enjoin you to say nothing to anyone – not even to Mrs

  Tabb.’




  ‘Shan’t tell she,’ said Tabb. Else . . . well, sur, you know how tis. She’d want for to put this money away.’




  ‘Take your guineas,’ said George. ‘And go.’




  III




  Elizabeth Warleggan was thirty-one, and had two children. Her eldest, Geoffrey Charles Poldark, would soon be eleven and was in his first term at Harrow. She had so far

  received three grubby letters which told her that he was at least alive and apparently well and getting into the routines of the school. Her heart ached every time she looked at them, folded

  carefully in a corner of her desk; in imagination she read so much between the lines. Her younger son, Valentine Warleggan, was not yet two years old and making a slow recovery from a severe attack

  of rickets he had suffered last winter.




  She had been out to a card party with three old friends – it was one of her pleasures in spending each winter again in Truro; everyone played cards in Truro, and it was so

  different from those dull and lonely winters at Trenwith with Francis, and after Francis died. Life with her new husband had its trials, particularly of late, but there was so much more stimulus in

  it, and she was a woman who responded to stimulus.




  She was wrapping a small parcel in the parlour when George came upon her. He did not speak for a moment but went across to a drawer and began to look through the papers there. Then he said:

  ‘You should let a servant do that.’




  Elizabeth said lightly: ‘I have little enough to employ my time. It’s a present for Geoffrey Charles. His birthday comes at the end of next week and the London coach leaves

  tomorrow.’




  ‘Yes, well, you may include a small present from me. I had not altogether forgot.’




  George went to another drawer and took out a small box. In it were six mother-of-pearl buttons.




  ‘Oh, George, they’re very pretty! It is good of you to remember . . . But d’you think he should have them at school? May they not get lost?’




  ‘No matter if they do. He is rather the dandy – a tailor there will be able to make use of them for him.’




  ‘Thank you. I’ll include them with my present, then. And I will add a note to my birthday wishes telling him they are from you.’




  In his letters home Geoffrey Charles had omitted any reference to or message for his stepfather. They had both noticed this but avoided mentioning it.




  George said: ‘You’ve been out?’




  ‘To Maria Agar’s. I told you.’




  ‘Oh, yes. I had forgot.’




  ‘I so much enjoy Maria’s company. She’s so light and jolly.’




  Silence fell. It was not a restful silence.




  Elizabeth said: ‘Valentine was asking for you today.’




  ‘Oh? Valentine?’




  ‘Well, he said repeatedly: “Papa! Papa! Papa!” You haven’t seen him for some days and he misses you.’




  ‘Yes, well . . . tomorrow perhaps.’ George shut the drawer. ‘I saw your old servant today. I chanced upon him at the Fighting Cocks.’




  ‘Who? What servant?’




  ‘George Tabb.’




  ‘Oh . . . Did he seem well?’




  ‘He tried to talk about the old times.’




  Elizabeth re-folded the end of the parcel. ‘I confess I have felt a little conscience-stricken about him since he left.’




  ‘In what way?’




  ‘Well, he worked for us – I mean for my father-in-law and for Francis for so many years. It’s hard that he should lose everything because he grew above himself in the

  end.’




  ‘I gave him two guineas.’




  ‘Two guineas! That was more than generous!’ Elizabeth stared at her husband, trying to read his unreadable expression. ‘I’ve sometimes wondered, though, if we

  should not take him back. He has learned his lesson.’




  ‘A drunkard? Drunkards talk too much.’




  ‘What could he have to talk about? I did not know we had any secrets from the world.’




  George moved to the door. ‘Who has no secrets? We are all vulnerable, aren’t we, to the whispered calumny and the scandalmonger.’ He went out.




  Later they supped alone. Elizabeth’s father and mother had remained at Trenwith, and his father and mother were at Cardew. Recently they had been silent meals. George was an unfailingly

  polite man with narrow variables of behaviour. Her first husband, Francis, she had known high-spirited, moody, cynical, witty, urbane, coarse, punctilious and untidy. George was seldom any of these

  things; always his emotions were under a rein. But within those limits she had come to read much, and she knew that over the last two months his attitude had greatly changed towards her. Always he

  had watched her, as if striving to see if she were really happy in her marriage to him; but of late his watching had become hard to tolerate. And whereas in the old days if she looked up and met

  his glance his eyes would remain steady, openly brooding on her but in a way that caused no offence; now if she looked up he quickly looked away, taking his thoughts out of her reach before she

  could comprehend them.




  Sometimes too she thought the servants watched her. Once or twice letters had reached her which looked as if they might have been opened and re-sealed. It was very unpleasant, but often she

  wondered how much her imagination was at fault.




  When the servants had gone Elizabeth said: ‘We still have not replied to our invitation to Caroline Penvenen’s wedding. We must soon.’




  ‘I’ve no desire to go. Dr Enys has airs above his station.’




  ‘I suppose all the county will be there.’




  ‘Maybe.’




  ‘I imagine he will have quite a hero’s wedding, having been just rescued from the French and barely survived the ordeal.’




  ‘And no doubt his rescuer will be there too, receiving all the admiring plaudits for an act which was criminally rash and lost the lives of more men than he saved.’




  ‘Well, people love the romantic gesture, as we all know.’




  ‘And the romantic figure too.’ George rose and turned away from her. She noticed how much weight he had lost, and wondered if his changed attitude was a result of some changed

  condition of health. ‘Tell me, Elizabeth, what do you think of Ross Poldark these days?’




  It was a startling question. For a year after their marriage his name had not been mentioned.




  ‘What do I think of him, George? What do you mean, what do I think of him?’




  ‘What I say. Just what I say. You’ve known him for what – fifteen years? You were – to state the least of it – his friend. When I first knew you you used to defend

  him against all criticism. When I made overtures of friendship to him and he rebuffed them, you took his side.’




  She stayed at the table, nervously fingering the hem of a napkin. ‘I don’t know that I took his side. But the rest of what you say is true. However . . . in the last years

  my feelings for him have changed. Surely you must know that. Surely after all this time. Heavens! . . .’




  ‘Well, go on.’




  ‘My change of feelings towards him began, I think, over his attitude to Geoffrey Charles. Then when I married you, that was clearly not to his liking, and his arrogance in forcing his way

  into the house that Christmas and threatening us because his wife had got at cross with your gamekeeper – it seemed to me intolerable.’




  ‘He did not force his way in,’ George said quietly; ‘he found some way in that we did not know of.’




  She shrugged. ‘Does it matter?’




  ‘I do not know.’




  ‘What d’you mean?’




  They listened to a tapping on the cobbles outside. It was a blind man feeling his way along, his stick like an antenna plotting out the path. The window was an inch open and George shut it,

  cutting out the sound.




  He said: ‘I sometimes think, Elizabeth; I sometimes wonder . . .’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Something that you may consider an unsuitable thought for a husband to have of his wife . . .’ He paused. ‘Namely that your new enmity for Ross Poldark is less genuine than

  your old affection . . .’




  ‘You are right!’ she said instantly. ‘I do consider it a most unsuitable thought! Are you accusing me of hypocrisy or something worse?’ Her voice was

  angry. Anger to drive out apprehension.




  In their married life they had often had differences of opinion but had never quarrelled. It was not that sort of a relationship. Now on the verge he hesitated, drawing back from a confrontment

  for which he was not fully prepared.




  ‘How do I know?’ he said. ‘It may not even be hypocrisy. Perhaps it is self-deception.’




  ‘Have I ever – have I ever at any time in these two years given you reason to suppose that I have warmer feelings for Ross than my words suggest? Name a single

  time!’




  ‘No. I can name none. That’s not what I mean. Listen. You are a woman of enduring loyalties. Confess that. Always you stand by your friends. In those years when you were married to

  Francis your friendship with Ross Poldark never wavered. If I mentioned his name you froze. But since we married you have become as unfriendly to him, as unwelcoming as I. In all controversy you

  have taken my side—’




  ‘Do you complain?’




  ‘Of course not. This has pleased me. It has gratified me to feel that you have – changed your allegiance. But I’m not sure that it is in your character so to change.

  It’s more in your character to support me with reluctance against an old friend – because as my wife you feel it your duty to support me. But not with the strong feelings that

  you appear to show. Therefore at times I suspect them. I say to myself: perhaps they’re not true. Perhaps she is deceiving me because she thinks it pleases me. Or perhaps she is deceiving

  herself into mistaking her own feelings.’




  She got up at last from the table and went towards the fire, which had only recently been lit and was burning low.




  ‘Have you seen Ross today?’ She tucked a wisp of hair into the comb she was wearing, making the movement as cool as her words.




  ‘No.’




  ‘I wonder, then, what makes you bring this charge upon me now?’




  ‘We were talking of his certain presence at Caroline’s wedding. Is that not enough?’




  ‘Not enough to justify these . . . imputations. I can only assume you’ve long felt this suspicion of me.’




  ‘It has crossed my mind from time to time. Not frequently. But, I have to tell you, I have wondered.’




  There was a long silence, during which Elizabeth with an effort took control again of her fluctuating emotions. She was learning from George.




  She went across and stood beside him like a slim virgin. ‘You are unduly jealous, my dear. Not just of Ross but of all men. D’you know, when we go out to a party I can scarce smile

  at a man who is under seventy without feeling you are ready to run him through!’ She put her hand on his arm as he was about to speak. ‘As for Ross – you thought I was turning the

  conversation but you see I am not – as for Ross, I do sincerely care nothing for him. How can I convince you? Look at me. I can only tell you that I once had feeling for him and now have

  no feeling for him. I do not love him. I would not care if I never saw him again. I scarcely even like him. He has come to seem to me a – a braggart and something of a

  bully, a middle-aged man trying to assume the attitude of a young one, someone who once had a – a cloak and a sword and does not know they have gone out-of-date.’




  If she had had longer to choose her words she probably would never have found any so suitable to convince him. A declaration of hatred or contempt would have carried no conviction at all. But

  those few cool, destructive sentences which put into words very much his own opinions, though in phrases he would not have been perceptive enough to use himself, these brought a flushing

  reassurance to his soul.




  He did flush in the face, an exceedingly rare symptom with him, and said: ‘Perhaps I am unduly jealous. I can’t tell, I can’t tell. But you must know why.’




  She smiled. ‘You must not be. You have no one to be jealous of. I assure you.’




  ‘You assure me.’ Doubt flickered across his face again, darkening it, making it ugly. Then he shrugged and smiled. ‘Well . . .’




  ‘I assure you,’ she said.




  





  Chapter Two




  I




  Dr Dwight Enys and Miss Caroline Penvenen were married on All Hallows’ Day, which in 1795 came on a Sunday, at St Mary’s Church in Truro. Killewarren,

  Caroline’s house, was in the parish of Sawle-with-Grambler; but Sawle Church would hardly have been big enough, Truro was more central for most of the guests, and November with its heavy

  rains was not a time for country travel.




  It was a big wedding after all. Dwight had objected from the start but she had over-ridden his protests while he was still too feeble to be emphatic about anything. Indeed his recovery from his

  long imprisonment was not yet sure. He had long spells of listlessness and inertia and he could not get rid of a troublesome cough and a breathlessness at night. His personal inclination had been

  to postpone the wedding until the spring, but she had said:




  ‘Darling, I’ve been an old maid long enough. Besides, you must consider my good name. Already the county is scandalized because we’re living in the same house without the

  benefit of chaperone during your convalescence. The grannies are insisting that you hasten to make an honest woman of me.’




  So the date had been agreed, and then the nature of the wedding. ‘It is no good being ashamed of me,’ Caroline had said. ‘It’s embarrassing that I have so much money, but

  you knew that all along, and a big wedding is one of the consequences.’




  As Elizabeth had predicted, most of the county, or that part of the county within reasonable travelling distance, was there. Heavy rain in the night had been followed by a bright day with the

  puddles in the streets glinting like eyes where they reflected the sky. Caroline wore a gown of white satin with the petticoat and facings covered with a rich gold net, her hair held with a coronet

  of seed pearls. Her uncle from Oxfordshire gave her away, and after the wedding a reception was held at the Assembly Rooms in High Cross.




  Elizabeth’s persuasions had finally resulted in George’s agreeing to go with her, and he very quickly spied his old enemy standing with his wife near to the bride and groom. In his

  present mood it was almost more than he could bear to go up and pass close beside them, but only Elizabeth noticed his hesitation as they went on.




  Ross Vennor Poldark, owner of 100 acres of rather barren and unproductive farmland on the north coast, sole proprietor of a small but highly profitable tin mine, one-time soldier and perpetual

  non-conformer, was dressed in a black velvet coat cut away at the front to show the grey suede waistcoat and the tight grey nankeen trousers. The waistcoat and the trousers were new but the coat

  was the one his father had bought him for his twenty-first birthday and which he refused to replace, even though he could now well afford to. Perhaps there was a subtle pride behind his refusal,

  pride that in fourteen years he had neither fattened nor grown more lean. Of course the cut was out of date, but those who observed that, Ross thought, had no claim on his opinion or

  consideration.




  Nevertheless he had insisted that his wife, Demelza, should have a new gown, even though she herself protested it unnecessary. Demelza Poldark was now twenty-five, a young woman who had never

  been a raving beauty but whose eyes and smile and walk and general exuberance of spirit always drew men’s attention like a magnet among iron filings. Child-bearing had not yet coarsened her

  figure, so she was still able to wear a tight-waisted frock of green damask embroidered with silver trimmings. It had cost more than she could bear to think, but which she still constantly thought

  about. In it she looked as slight as Elizabeth, though not as virginal. But then she never had.




  The two neighbours and cousins by marriage bowed slightly to each other but did not speak. Then the Warleggans passed on to the bride and groom to shake their hands and wish them a happiness

  which George at least begrudged. Enys had always been a protégé and a creature of Ross Poldark, and while still a struggling and impecunious mine surgeon had turned away from the rich

  patronage of the Warleggans and made it plain where his loyalties lay. George observed today how sick Dwight was still looking. He stood beside his tall radiant red-haired wife, who topped him by

  an inch and who looked the picture of youth and sophisticated happiness, but himself thin and drawn and grey at the temples and seemingly devoid of muscle and flesh within his clothes.




  They moved on again and spoke for a while with the Reverend Osborne and Mrs Whitworth. Ossie as usual was dressed in the extremity of fashion, and his bride of last July had got a new outfit of

  a snuff brown, which did not suit her because it made her dark skin look darker. For the most part she kept her eyes down and did not speak; but when addressed she looked up and smiled and answered

  politely, and it was really not at all possible from her expression to perceive the misery and revulsion that was burning in her heart, nor the nausea caused by the cellular stirrings of an

  embryonic Ossie in her womb.




  Presently George moved away from them and drew Elizabeth towards a corner where Sir Francis and Lady Basset were talking. So the pleasant conversazione of the wedding reception went on. Two

  hundred people, the cream of the society of mid-Cornwall, squires, merchants, bankers, soldiers, fox-hunters, the titled and the landed, the untitled and the moneyed, the seekers and the sought. In

  the mêlée Demelza became separated from Ross, and seeing Mr and Mrs Ralph-Allen Daniell, went to speak to them. They greeted her like an old friend which, considering they had only met

  her once, was gratifying, and, considering that on that occasion Ross had refused to oblige Mr Daniell by accepting a magistracy, even more pleasing. Standing near them was a sturdy, quietly

  dressed, reserved man in his late thirties, and presently Mr Daniell said: ‘My Lord, may I present to you Mrs Demelza Poldark, Captain Ross Poldark’s wife: the Viscount

  Falmouth.’




  They bowed to each other. Lord Falmouth said: ‘Your husband has been very much in the news, ma’am. I have yet to have the pleasure of congratulating him on his exploit.’




  ‘I am only hoping, sir,’ Demelza said, ‘that all the congratulations will not go to his head and induce him to embark on another.’




  Falmouth smiled, a very contained smile, carefully poured out, like a half measure of some valuable liquid and not to be wasted.




  ‘It is a change to find a wife so concerned to keep her husband at home. But we may yet have need of him and others like him.’




  ‘Then,’ Demelza said, ‘I b’lieve neither of us will be lacking.’




  They looked at each other very straightly.




  Lord Falmouth said: ‘You must come and visit us some time,’ and passed on.




  The Poldarks were staying the night with Harris Pascoe, the banker, and over a late supper in his house in Pydar Street Demelza said:




  ‘I’m not sure that I’ve done good for you with Lord Falmouth, Ross,’ and told of the interchange.




  ‘It’s of no moment whether you pleased or displeased him,’ Ross said. ‘We do not need his patronage.’




  ‘Oh, but that is his way,’ said Pascoe. ‘You should have known his uncle, the second Viscount. He had no appearance but was arrogant withal. This one is more easy to treat

  with.’




  ‘He and I fought in the same war,’ said Ross, ‘but did not meet. He being in the King’s Own and a rank superior to me. I confess I do not take greatly to his manner but

  I’m glad if you made a good impression on him.’




  ‘I do not at all think I made a good impression,’ said Demelza.




  Pascoe said: ‘I suppose you know that Hugh Armitage is a cousin of the Falmouths? His mother is a Boscawen.’




  ‘Who?’ Ross said.




  ‘Hugh Armitage. You should know Lieutenant Armitage. You rescued him from Quimper gaol.’




  ‘The devil! No, I don’t know. I suppose we spoke little on the way across.’




  ‘It should make the family feel somewhat in your debt.’




  ‘I don’t really see why. We didn’t at all set out to rescue him. He was one of the lucky few who made use of our entry to escape.’




  ‘Nevertheless you brought him home.’




  ‘Yes . . . we brought him home. And useful enough in navigation he was on the way . . .’




  ‘Then we are in each other’s debt,’ said Demelza.




  ‘Did you speak with the Whitworths?’ Ross asked her.




  ‘No. I have never met Morwenna, and I did not ever very much care for Osborne.’




  ‘At one time he appeared to have a distinct taking for you.’




  ‘Oh, that,’ said Demelza, wrinkling her nose.




  ‘I spoke with Morwenna,’ Ross said. ‘She’s a shy creature and answers yes and no as if she thinks that makes a conversation. It was hard to tell whether she finds herself

  unhappy.’




  ‘Unhappy?’ said Harris Pascoe. ‘In a four-month bride? Would you expect it?’




  Ross said: ‘My brother-in-law, Demelza’s brother, had a brief and abortive love attachment for Morwenna Whitworth before she married. Drake is still in deep depression over it and we

  are trying to find some sort of life for him that he will accept. Therefore it is of interest to know whether his loved one has settled comfortably into a marriage Drake says she bitterly

  opposed.’




  ‘I only know,’ said Pascoe, ‘that for a cleric he spends f-far too much on this world’s attire. I don’t attend his church but I understand he is careful about his

  duties. That at least makes a welcome change.’




  After Demelza had gone to bed Ross said:




  ‘And your own affairs, Harris? They prosper?’




  ‘Thank you, yes. The bank is well enough. Money is still cheap, credit is readily available, new enterprises are growing up everywhere. In the meantime we keep a careful watch on our note

  issue – and lose trade thereby – but as you are aware I am a cautious man and know that fine weather does not last for ever.’




  Ross said: ‘You know I am taking a quarter interest in Ralph-Allen Daniell’s new tin smelting house?’




  ‘You mentioned it in your letter. A little more port?’




  ‘Thank you.’




  Pascoe poured into each glass, careful not to create bubbles. He held the decanter a moment between his hands.




  ‘Daniell is a good man of business. It should be a useful investment. Where is it to be built?’




  ‘A couple of miles out of Truro, on the Falmouth road. It will have ten reverberatory furnaces, each about six feet high by four broad, and will employ a fair number of men.’




  ‘Daniell cannot have w-wanted for the money himself.’




  ‘No. But he has little knowledge of mining and offered me a share and a say in the design and management.’




  ‘Good. Good.’




  ‘And he does not bank with the Warleggans.’




  Harris laughed, and they finished their port and talked of other things.




  ‘Speaking of the Warleggans,’ Pascoe said presently. ‘Something of an accommodation has been reached between their bank and Basset, Rogers and Co., which will add to the

  strength of both. It is not of course anything like an amalgamation, but there will be a friendly coordination, and that could be of some disadvantage to Pascoe, Tresize, Annery and

  Spry.’




  ‘In what way?’




  ‘Well, their capital strength will be five or six times ours. It is always a disadvantage to be much smaller than one’s competitors – especially in times of stress. In banking,

  size has a curious magic for the depositor. It’s some years now, as you know, since I took my three partners, because of the danger of being overshadowed by the other banks. Now we are a

  l-little overshadowed again.’




  ‘You have no one to call in to redress the balance?’




  ‘Not in the neighbourhood. Outside, of course . . . but the distances are too great between here and, say, Helston or Falmouth for the easy or safe transport of gold or notes.’

  Pascoe got up. ‘Oh, we shall stay as we are, and come to no hurt, I am sure. While the wind blows fair there is indeed nothing to hurt anyone.’




  II




  In another part of the town Elizabeth was combing her hair at her dressing table and George, sitting by the fire in a long lawn robe, was as usual watching her. But now, in

  this last week or so, since that talk, there seemed to be some easing of the nature of the surveillance. The screws were off. It was as if he had been through some nervous crisis, the character of

  which she barely dared to guess, and had now emerged from it.




  ‘Did you notice,’ George said, ‘did you notice how Falmouth avoided us?’




  ‘Who, George Falmouth? I didn’t. Why should he?’




  ‘He has always been unwelcoming, cold, grudging.’




  ‘But that is his nature! Or at least his appearance, for he is not really so in truth. I remember when we were first married I met them at that ball and he looked so cold and forbidding

  that I wondered what I had done to offend. And all he did was chide me that now we all had the same names – two Georges married to two Elizabeths – and we might become confused as to

  our bed-mates!’




  ‘Oh,’ said George, ‘he approves of you; but nothing I or my father may do will gratify him. He is perpetually antagonistic and has become worse of late.’




  ‘Well, his wife’s death has hit him hard. It is sad to be left with so young a family. And I don’t believe he is the remarrying kind.’




  ‘He would only need to crook his finger for a hundred girls to run. Such is the lure of a title.’




  The contempt in his voice made Elizabeth lift an eye to him and then look away. The Warleggans were hardly insusceptible to such a lure, if one ever came their way.




  ‘He’s not content to be lord of his lands beside the Fal but wishes to be lord of Truro also. And none may be allowed to stand in his light!’




  Elizabeth said: ‘Well, he is lord of Truro, isn’t he – so far as possessions and influence are concerned. No one disputes it. It all works very peaceable, I

  believe.’




  ‘Then you believe wrong,’ said George. ‘The town and the borough are very tired of being treated as a rich man’s chattels. We have never been a corrupt borough in that

  the voters receive payment, but his behaviour makes the corporation a laughing stock.’




  ‘Oh, you mean in elections,’ Elizabeth said. ‘I never did understand elections.’




  ‘There are two Members, and the corporation elect them. Hitherto, this corporation has been glad to elect the Boscawen nominees – indeed until recently two minor Boscawens held the

  seats – there’s nothing amiss with that, for we are all of much the same political complexion, but it is essential that for their self-respect the burgesses should be given the

  appearance of choice – indeed that they should be given the actual choice, however unlikely it is that they would in the event choose to run counter to Falmouth’s

  wishes.’




  Elizabeth began to plait her hair. ‘I wonder that George gives this unnecessary offence. His uncle, I know, was a great autocrat but—’




  ‘They all are.’




  Elizabeth thought she had some idea why George Evelyn, the third Viscount, and indeed the Boscawens generally, kept the Warleggans at a distance. She knew the infinite pains to which Nicholas,

  George’s father, and indeed George himself, had been to ingratiate themselves with the Falmouths; but apart from the natural prejudice which an old and now titled family could be expected to

  have against a thrusting new one, their interests covered too much of the same ground. The Warleggan influence increased constantly; it might not obviously clash with Boscawen interests but it ran

  alongside them. Also the Boscawens were used to treating either with their equals or with their inferiors; the Warleggans were neither: they represented the new rich who did not yet fit into a

  recognizable sector of society. There were, of course, other new rich, especially in London, but some adapted more quickly than others. In spite of all their efforts, Elizabeth saw that the

  Warleggans did not adapt quickly.




  George said: ‘There is much discontent in the town, and Sir Francis Basset could well become the figure round which this discontent might centre.’




  ‘Francis? Oh, I’m sure he is very important in his own way and very rich and very busy, but—’




  ‘Of course you have also known him all your life, but my acquaintance dates only from last February. We have found much in common. As the proprietor of the third bank in Truro, he

  has been able to put business in my way and I in his. We are in fact collaborating in a number of matters.’




  ‘And how does this—’




  ‘He has been buying property in the town for two years and recently has been elected a capital burgess. He is MP for Penryn himself and controls several other seats. Well, I know him to be

  looking at the Truro seats with interest.’




  Elizabeth tied the end of her plait with a piece of cornflower-blue ribbon. Dressed thus for bed, she would have passed for a girl of eighteen.




  ‘Has he said as much?’




  ‘Not yet. We are not yet that intimate. But I can see where his thoughts are leading. And I have a thought that if our friendship grows I might be one of his nominees.’




  Elizabeth turned. ‘You?’




  ‘Why not? ‘he asked sharply.




  ‘No reason at all. But – but this borough belongs to the Boscawens. Would you have a chance?’




  ‘I think so. If things continue as they are. Would you object?’




  ‘Of course not. I believe I should like it well enough.’ She got up. ‘But Basset is a Whig!’




  The Chynoweths had been high Tories for generations.




  ‘I like the label no more than you,’ George said. ‘But Basset has disavowed Fox. If I went into the Commons it would be as one of his men, and as such I should support the

  present government.’




  Elizabeth blew out one of the candles. A wisp of smoke drifted towards the mirror and was gone.




  ‘But why this interest now? I have heard no talk of an election.’




  ‘Nor is there. Though Pitt’s mandate is growing old. No . . . there is no talk of an election but there is a possibility of a by-election. Sir Piers Arthur is gravely ill.’




  ‘I did not know.’




  ‘They say he cannot pass water and obstinately refuses to submit to the operation of the catheter.’




  Elizabeth pulled back the curtains of the bed. ‘Poor man . . .’




  ‘I am simply telling you my thoughts and showing you which way my friendship with Sir Francis Basset may lead.’




  ‘Thank you, George, for taking me into your confidence.’




  ‘Of course, it is essential that nothing of this should get out, for the ground has yet to be prepared.’




  ‘I will say nothing about it to anyone.’




  George said after a moment: ‘Do I not always take you into my confidence?’




  ‘I hope you always will,’ Elizabeth replied.




  III




  In yet another part of the town Ossie Whitworth, having been about his nightly exercise upon his wife, rolled over, pulled down his nightshirt, adjusted his cap and said:




  ‘This sister of yours, if I decided to have her, when could she come?’




  With a muffled voice, hiding the nausea and the pain, Morwenna said: ‘I would have to write to Mama. I do not think Rowella has any commitments, but she may have engagements that I do not

  know of.’




  ‘Mind,’ he said, ‘we couldn’t afford to have her about the house eating her head off and just companioning you. She would be expected to see to the children, and when you

  have a child to help generally with household duties.’




  ‘I’ll make that clear when I write.’




  ‘Let’s see, how old is she? You’ve so many sisters I can never remember.’




  ‘She was fourteen in June.’




  ‘And healthy? Educated in home crafts? We cannot afford a young lady who’s afraid to soil her hands.’




  ‘She can sew and cook and has a little Greek. My father said she was the best pupil in the family.’




  ‘Hm . . . I don’t see that an ancient language is of value to a woman. But of course your father was a scholar, I’ll give him that.’




  Silence fell.




  Osborne said: ‘The bridegroom today looked tedious sickly. I would not give him long for this world.’




  Morwenna did not reply.




  ‘It’s a question of “physician heal thyself”, eh, what? . . . Are you asleep?’




  ‘No, no.’




  ‘The bride I’ve met often at the meets.’ He added reflectively: ‘She’s mettlesome. I’ll wager she’ll be a handful, with that red hair.’




  ‘She remembered me, although we have only met twice.’




  ‘That’s surprising. You have a tendency to make yourself perfectly unnoticeable, which is a great pity. Remember always that you are Mrs Osborne Whitworth and entitled to hold your

  head high in this town.’




  ‘Yes . . .’




  ‘It was a fair enough company today. But some of the fashions were unbearably dated. Did you see the Teague girls? And that man Poldark, his coat must have been cut half a century

  ago.’




  ‘He is a brave man.’




  Ossie settled more comfortably in the bed and yawned. ‘His wife keeps her looks uncommon well.’




  ‘Well, she’s still young, isn’t she?’




  ‘Yes, but usually the vulgars go off more quick than those who are gentle bred . . . She used to make quite an exhibition of herself a few years ago at the receptions and balls –

  when he had first married her, that was.’




  ‘Exhibition?’




  ‘Well, flaunting herself, attracting the men, I can tell you. She wore low-cut frocks . . . She greatly fancied herself. Still does, I suspicion.’




  ‘Elizabeth never mentioned that – and I do not think she greatly cares for her sister-in-law.’




  ‘Oh, Elizabeth . . .’ The Reverend Mr Whitworth yawned again, snuffed out the solitary candle and drew the curtains together. Rounding off the evening in his customary way produced a

  pleasant and customary sleepiness after. ‘Elizabeth speaks no ill of anyone. But I agree, there’s no love lost.’




  Morwenna sighed. The worst soreness was subsiding, but she had no sleep in her. ‘Tell me about that. What is the cause of the feud between the Poldarks and the Warleggans? Everyone knows

  of it but no one speaks of it.’




  ‘You angle for a fish that is not in my pond. All I know is that it’s something to do with some jealous rivalry. Elizabeth Chynoweth was promised to Ross Poldark and instead married

  his cousin Francis. Some years later Francis was killed in a mining accident and Ross wanted to throw over his kitchen maid, whom he’d married in the meantime, and take Elizabeth. But

  Elizabeth would have none of it and married George Warleggan, who had been Ross’s sworn enemy . . . ever since they were at school together . . .’ Like someone retreating down a tunnel,

  Ossie’s voice was fading fast.




  Through a nick in the bed curtains Morwenna looked at the spears of moonlight falling into the room. Inside the canopy of the bed it was so dark that she could hardly see her husband’s

  face; but she knew that in a few moments he would be asleep and would be unconscious on his back with his mouth wide open for the next eight hours. Mercifully, although his breathing was heavy, he

  did not snore.




  ‘And I loved Drake Carne, Mrs Poldark’s brother,’ she said in an undertone.




  ‘What? What’s that . . . you say?’




  ‘Nothing, Ossie. Nothing at all . . . Why were Ross Poldark and George Warleggan such enemies before?’




  ‘What? Oh . . . I don’t know. It was before my time. But it’s oil and water, ain’t it. Anyone can see that . . . They’re both stiff-necked, but for opposing

  reasons. I expect Poldark despises Warleggan for his low origin and hasn’t always hid it. And you can’t do that safely with George . . . Did I say my prayers tonight before? . .

  .’




  ‘Yes, Ossie.’




  ‘You should be more assiduous about yours . . . And remind me in the morning,’ he said. ‘I have a christening at eleven . . . and it is the Rosewarnes . . . substantial

  family.’ His breathing became deep and steady. Body and mind relaxed together. Since his marriage to Morwenna he had been in supreme good health. No more of those frustrations of a lusty

  widower, in holy orders in a small town.




  ‘I still love Drake Carne,’ she said, aloud now, in her soft gentle voice. ‘I love Drake Carne, I love Drake Carne, I love Drake Carne.’




  Sometimes after an hour or two this repetition lulled her into sleep. Sometimes she wondered if Ossie would wake and hear her. But he never did. Perhaps only Drake Carne awoke and heard her,

  many miles away.




  IV




  In the old house of Killewarren bride and bridegroom were in their bedroom together. Caroline was sitting on the bed in a long green peignoir; Dwight in loose silk shirt and

  breeches was idly stirring the fire. Horace, Caroline’s little pug and the agent of their first meeting, had been banished from the room and taken far enough away for his protests not to be

  heard. In the early months he had shown an intense jealousy of Dwight, but with patience Dwight had won him round, and in the latter weeks he had come to accept the inevitable, that there was going

  to be another claimant for his mistress’s attentions.




  They had come home, for there seemed nowhere better to go. It had been their common home since Dwight returned an emaciated wreck from the prison camp of Quimper. Caroline had insisted that he

  stay where she could best look after him. In these months, while flouting the overt conventions, they had observed a separateness of establishment which would have satisfied the most prudish of

  their neighbours.




  It had not altogether been moral considerations which had influenced them. Dwight’s life had flickered and wavered like a candle with a thief in it; to introduce the demands of passion

  might have seen it flicker out.




  Caroline said: ‘Well, my dear, so we are here together at last, unified and sanctified by the church. D’you know, I find it very difficult to detect any difference.’




  Dwight laughed. ‘Nor I. It’s hard not to feel adulterous. Perhaps it’s because we have waited so long.’




  ‘Too long.’




  ‘Too long. But the delay has been outside our control.’




  ‘Not in the first place. The fault was mine.’




  ‘It was no one’s fault. At least it has come right in the end.’




  He put down the poker, turned and looked at her, then came to sit on the bed beside her, put his hand on her knee.




  She said: ‘D’you know, I heard of a doctor who was so earnest in his study of anatomy that he took a skeleton away on his honeymoon and the wife woke to find him fingering the bones

  in the bed beside her.’




  Dwight smiled again. ‘No bones. Not at least for the first two days.’




  She kissed him. He put his hands to her hair, pressing it back from either cheek.




  She said: ‘Perhaps we should have waited longer until you were quite recovered.’




  He said: ‘Perhaps we should not have waited so long.’




  The fire was flickering brightly, sending nodding shadows about the room.




  She said: ‘Alas, my body has no surprises for you. At least so far as the upper half is concerned, you have examined it thoroughly in the harsh light of day. Perhaps it is fortunate that I

  never had a pain below the navel.’




  ‘Caroline, you talk too much.’




  ‘I know. I always shall. It is a fault you have married.’




  ‘I must find ways of stopping it.’




  ‘Are there ways?’




  ‘I believe so.’




  She kissed him again. ‘Then try.’




  





  Chapter Three




  I




  Except in one particular Sam Carne was a happy man. A few years ago, while still in the arms of Satan, he had been half persuaded, half bullied by his bullying father into

  attending a Methodist prayer meeting. There his heart had suddenly warmed within him, he had wrought deeply and agonizingly with his spirit and had come to experience the joy of sins forgiven:

  thereupon he had embraced the living Christ and his life had been utterly transformed. Now, having moved far from his home in search of work at the mine of his brother-in-law, Captain Ross Poldark,

  and having found the neighbourhood of Nampara a dry and barren wilderness in which regular meetings had been discontinued and all but a very few had long since fallen back into carnal and sinful

  ways, he had in less than two years re-formed the Society, inspirited the few faithful, wrestled with Satan in the souls of many of the weak and erring, and had attracted several newcomers, all of

  whom had been prayed for, had discovered for themselves the precious promise of Jehovah, and had in due time been sanctified and cleansed.




  It was a notable achievement, but it did not end there. Acting without the sanction of the leaders of the Movement, he had caused to be raised on the edge of Poldark land a new Preaching House

  which would contain fifty people seated and which now was nearing completion. Furthermore he had recently walked in to Truro and met the stewards and the leaders there, who had now conferred on him

  the official title of Class Leader and had promised to send out one of their best Travelling Preachers for the opening of the House in the spring.




  It was all wondrous in his sight. That God had moved through him, that Christ had chosen him to act as his missioner in this small part of the land, was a source of constant wonderment and joy.

  But every night he prayed long on his knees that this privilege which had been awarded him should never lead him into the sin of pride. He was the humblest of all God’s creatures and would

  ever remain so, serving Him and praising Him in time and through all eternity.




  But perhaps some weakness and wickedness still moved in him and had not been rooted out, and this was why he had a cross to bear in the shape of a fallen younger brother.




  Drake was not yet quite twenty, and, while never so ardent, had laid hold of the Blessing at an earlier age than Sam and had achieved a condition of real and true holiness of heart and life. The

  two brothers had lived together in that perfect unity which comes from the service of Jesus; until Drake had taken up with a Woman.




  Marriage with a suitable wife was a part of God’s holy ordinance, and not at all to be discouraged or despised; but unfortunately the girl Drake had become enraptured with came of a

  different class from his own, and although, being a clergyman’s daughter, she no doubt dutifully and sincerely worshipped God, her whole upbringing and the authoritarian beliefs with which

  she had been instilled made her an unsuitable partner for a Cornish Methodist. They had been separated – not by Sam, who could not have controlled his brother had he so wished, but by the

  girl’s cousin, Mr Warleggan, and by her mother; and she had been married off very suitably to a rising young clergyman in Truro.




  It was certainly the best thing that could have happened for all concerned, but Drake would not see it that way; he could not be so persuaded; and although all those around him were convinced

  that this was a case of broken first love and that within a year he would have forgotten his infatuation and be as bright and cheerful as before it happened, there was no such improvement yet, and

  some months now gone.




  It was not that he went about letting everyone see his hurt; he worked well and ate well; the French musket ball in his shoulder had left no permanent impairment, he was quick as ever up a

  ladder or a tree. But Sam who knew him so well knew that inwardly he had quite changed. And he had almost left the Connexion. He scarcely ever came to the evening meetings, and often would not even

  go to church with them on Sundays, but would stride away across Hendrawna Beach and be gone for hours. He would not pray with Sam at nights and would not be reasoned with.




  ‘I know I’m in the fault,’ he said. ‘I d’know that full well. I know I’m yielding to unbelief, I know I’m not exercising faith in Jesus. I know

  I’ve lost the great salvation. But, brother, what I just lost on this earth seem to me more . . . All right, tis blasphemy as you d’say; but I cann’t change what’s

  in my very own heart.’




  ‘The things of this world—’




  ‘Yes, ye’ve telled me, and no doubt tis true, but it don’t change my heart. If Satan’ve got me, then he’ve got me, and he be too strong to fight. Leave me be,

  brother, you have other souls to save.’




  So Sam had let him be. For a few weeks Drake had lived with his sister and brother-in-law at Nampara, and Demelza had told him that he need not leave; but presently he had moved back into Reath

  Cottage with Sam. For the first time it was an uneasy relationship. Ross brought it to an end in the January of ’96.




  Drake was still working on the rebuilding of the library, and one day in early December he was summoned into the parlour of the house.




  Ross said: ‘Drake, I know you have been wanting to leave the district for long enough. I know you feel you can never settle here after what has happened. But, however bad you feel about

  that, neither Demelza nor I are content to watch you waste your life in vain regrets. You are a Cornishman with a good trade to your name, and there are better prospects for you in an area where we

  can help you than up-country where you would have to take menial work to survive at all . . . I have said all this to you before, but I say it again now because there is a prospect just come to my

  notice – a reasonable prospect – of setting you up in business on your own.’




  He picked up the latest copy of the Sherborne & Yeovil Mercury & General Advertiser and offered it to the young man. It was folded with the back page outwards, and an

  advertisement had been marked. Drake frowned down at the printing, still only just able to spell out the words. He read:




  

    

      

        To be sold by Auction on Wednesday the ninth of December at the King’s Arms Inn, Chacewater. That Blacksmith’s Shop, House and Land, situate in the parish of

        St Ann’s, property of the late Thos. Jewell, consisting of: House of four rooms, brew house, bake house, barn; Commodious shop with contents thereof, to wit: 1 anvil, 1 pair bellows,

        hammers, tongs, 2 doz. new horse shoes, Stable with 1 mare, 1 colt, one parcel of old hay. In all six acres including one acre and a half of winter wheat, two and a half acres ploughed, 6

        store sheep. Book debts £21.




        For sale thereof a survey will be held, preceding auction.


      


    


  




  When he had finished Drake moistened his lips and looked up. ‘I don’t rightly see . . .’




  ‘There are advantages and drawbacks,’ Ross said. ‘The chief of the drawbacks is that St Ann’s is no more than six miles from here, so you would be only “getting

  away” to a minor degree. Also you would be even nearer to the Warleggans, when they are in residence at Trenwith. And two of the four mines at present working in the district are Warleggan

  owned. But it is the most important village along this piece of coast; trade generally is recovering, and there might be opportunities for later expansion – for someone who worked hard and

  had initiative.’




  Drake said: ‘I’ve two pound two shilling in all the world. I reckon with that I could buy the horse shoes!’




  Ross said: ‘I don’t know what it would cost, but you know well I could afford to buy this on your behalf. If you agree, that’s what I propose to do. In July on our adventure in

  France you suffered a serious wound that near killed you. Although you have denied it, I believe you incurred it at least partly in an attempt to save my skin. I don’t like being in debt

  – especially to someone young enough to be my son. This would be a way of discharging it.’ He had spoken without warmth, hoping to head off equivocation or thanks.




  ‘Did Demelza—’




  ‘Demelza has had nothing to do with this idea, though naturally as your sister she approves it.’




  Drake fingered the newspaper. ‘But this here says six acres and . . . it would be a big property.’




  ‘So we shall have to pay for it. It’s fortunate that the chance has come up, for such shops and smallholdings most often descend from father to son. Pally Jewell, who died last

  month, was a widower with two daughters, both married to farmers. The girls want the money to divide.’




  Drake looked at Ross. ‘Ye’ve asked about it?’




  ‘I’ve asked about it.’




  ‘I don’t rightly know what to say.’




  ‘The auction is on Wednesday week. The survey will be the same day; but I think we should ride over before. Of course it is a matter for you to decide.’




  ‘How do you mean?’




  ‘You are still scarcely twenty. Maybe it’s too much for you to tackle. You have never been your own master. It would be a responsibility.’




  Drake looked out of the window. He also looked over the grey vista of his own heart, the lack of zest, the long years without the girl he loved. Yet he had to live. Even in the darkest hours

  suicide had been outside the scope of his consideration. The project he was now being offered was a challenge, not merely to his enterprise and initiative but to the life force within him.




  ‘Twould not be too much for me to tackle, Cap’n Poldark. But I’d dearly like to think it over.’




  ‘Do by all means. You have a week.’




  Drake hesitated. ‘I don’t rightly know whether I could accept all that. It don’t seem right. Twill be too much for ee to pay. But tis not for lack of appreciation . .

  .’




  ‘From reports I have, the place will likely fetch two hundred pounds. But allow me to decide about that. You decide your own part. Go home and talk it over with Sam and let me

  know.’




  Drake went home and talked it over with Sam. Sam said it was a great opportunity which God had been pleased to put in his way. While the bonds of this temporal life still

  contained them they had every justification for trying to improve themselves materially as well as spiritually. Serve the Word in all things, but be not idle or slothful in work or business. It was

  right to pray for God’s blessing on any enterprise undertaken in honesty, charity and humble ambition. Who knew but that through such industry the black cloud on Drake’s soul might not

  be lifted and that he would once more find a full and abiding salvation?




  Drake said, supposing he went to see this property and supposing Captain Poldark bought it for him – or loaned him the money to buy it, which seemed to him something he could more properly

  accept – then would Sam come with him and enter into a partnership so that they could work together and share in any trials or prosperity the enterprise might bring?




  Sam smiled his old-young smile and said he had thought he might be so asked and was glad he had been so asked, but he had been thinking about it while they had been talking and he felt that his

  duty must keep him here. With the divine inspiration of Christ’s love working through a poor sinner such as himself, he had re-created new men and women around him and brought many to the

  throne of Grace. He had just been appointed Class Leader here; the new Meeting House was almost completed; his work was coming to blessed fruition; he could not and must not leave it now.




  Drake said: ‘I still don’t rightly know if I should take this from Cap’n Ross. It seem to me too much.’




  ‘Generosity be one of the noblest of Christian virtues and it should not be discouraged in others. Though it be more blessed to give than to receive, yet tis noble to know how to receive

  with a good grace.’




  ‘Yes . . . yes . . .’ Drake rubbed his face and his chin rasped. ‘Tis a poor living and a hard one you make, brother. And ye’d be little more’n six mile off. Many

  d’walk that far to work. Why not to pray?’




  Sam said: ‘Later maybe. If . . .’ He stopped.




  ‘If what?’




  ‘Who’s to say in a year or more when ye’re stablished there you may not best to alter your condition in life? And then not wish for me.’




  ‘Don’t know’s I follow.’




  ‘Well, by exchanging your single state for a wedded one. Then you’d be raising your own family.’




  Drake stared out at the dank driving rain. ‘Twould not be in me, as you well d’know.’




  ‘Well, that’s as mebbe. I pray for ee every night, Drake, every night and day, that your soul should be relieved of this great burden. This young woman—’




  ‘Say no more. Ye’ve said ’nough.’




  ‘Aye, mebbe.’




  Drake turned. ‘D’ye think as I don’t know what other folks d’think? And d’ye think as I don’t know as they may be right? But it don’t help. It

  don’t help here, brother.’ Drake touched his chest. ‘See? It don’t help! If . . . if twas said – if twas said as Morwenna had passed away and I knew I should never see

  her the more it would be hard, hard, hard. But I could face’n. Others have lost their loved ones. But what I cann’t face up to and never shall face up to is she being wed to that man!

  For I know she don’t like him, Sam. I know she can’t abide him! Be that Christian? Be that the work of the Holy Spirit? Did Jesus ordain that a man and a woman should lie together and

  be of one flesh when the woman’s flesh d’turn sick at the man’s touch? Where be that in the Bible? Where do it say that in the Bible? Tell me, where do

  God’s love and mercy and forgiveness come in?’




  Sam looked very distressed. ‘Brother, these are only thoughts you d’have about the young woman’s prefer-ences. Ye cann’t know—’




  ‘I know ’nough! She said little, but she showed much. She couldn’t lie to me over a thing like that! And her face could not lie! That is what I cann’t bear. Understand

  me, do you?’




  Sam walked up and stood beside his brother. They were both near tears and did not speak for a few moments.




  Sam said: ‘Mebbe I don’t understand it all, Drake. Mebbe some day I shall, for some day I shall hope with God’s guidance to choose a wife. But tis not hard to see how you

  d’feel. I can only pray for you as I’ve done ever since this first ever happened.’




  ‘Pray for she,’ said Drake. ‘Pray for Morwenna.’




  II




  Pally’s Shop, as it was called, was in a small deep valley on the main track from Nampara and Trenwith to St Ann’s. You went down a steep winding hill to it, and

  had to climb a steep winding hill on the other side to reach the little sea town. There was about a mile and a half of flat stony fields and barren moorland separating it directly from the sea;

  with one of the Warleggan mines, Wheal Spinster, smoking distantly among the gorse and the heather. Behind the shop the land rose less steeply, and here were the fields representing the six acres

  for sale. The property was separated from anything else actually belonging to the Warleggans by Trevaunance Cove and the house and land of that elderly bachelor, Sir John Trevaunance. On the hill

  going up to St Ann’s were a half dozen cottages in ruinous condition, and the only cluster of trees in sight sheltered the blunt spire of St Ann’s church just visible over the brow of

  the hill.




  Demelza had insisted on riding with Ross and Drake to see the property, and she darted about and examined everything with far greater zest than either of the men. To Ross the purchase of this

  would be the discharge of a debt, a satisfactory good turn, the sort of use to which money could healthily be put. To Drake it was a dream that he could not relate to reality: if he came to possess

  this he became a man of property, a young man with something to work for, a skilled tradesman with a future. It would be blank ingratitude to ask to what end. But Demelza went over it as if it were

  being bought for her private and personal use.




  A low stone wall surrounded a yard inches deep in mud, with an accumulation of old metal, bits of rusty ploughs and broken cart shafts littered around it. Behind that was the ‘shop’,

  open to the yard, with its central stone post for tethering horses, its forge, its pump emptying into a water barrel, its anvil and its wide chimney. Horse dung was everywhere. Backing on the shop

  was the cottage, with a narrow earth-floored kitchen and two steps up to a tiny wood-floored parlour with a ladder leading to two bedrooms in the roof above.




  Demelza had everything to say on the way home, how this should be cleared out and that repaired and the other improved; what could be done with the fields and the barn and the yard, and how

  Drake could employ cheap labour to have the place cleared and done up. For the most part the men were silent, and when they reached home Drake handed her down, squeezed her hand and kissed her

  cheek, smiled at Ross and then went striding away to his cottage.




  Ross watched him go. ‘He says little. The place has possibilities, but he needs bottom to shake himself out of that mood.’




  ‘I think “the place”, as you call it, will help, Ross. Once he owns it he cannot let it go to pieces about him. I can see so much that can be done with it.’




  ‘You always can. I suppose I’m gambling that he is sufficiently like you.’




  So two days later Ross and Drake rode over to the King’s Arms Inn at Chacewater and stood among twenty other people and presently Ross nodded for the last time and Pally’s Shop was

  knocked down to him for £232. And seven weeks later Drake Carne left Reath Cottage for the last time, giving his brother a hug and a kiss, and mounted the pit pony lent him for the occasion,

  and with another pony following behind carrying panniers stuffed with all the food, utensils and spare furniture and curtain material Demelza had been able to gather together, he rode off to take

  possession of his property. It was going to be a lonely life to begin, but they had arranged for a widow from the nearest cottage to go in once in a while to prepare a meal, and two of her

  grandchildren would work for him in the fields when work got out of hand. He would never need to be idle himself while the light lasted; but at this time of year dark fell early and lasted late;

  and Demelza wondered sometimes if it had all been wisely timed. Ross said: ‘It’s no different from what I went through thirteen years ago. I don’t envy him. It’s an ugly way

  to be when so young. But he must work it out for himself now.’




  ‘I wish Sam had gone with him.’




  ‘I expect Sam will go over often enough.’




  Sam went over often enough throughout those early months, and sometimes when the weather was bad spent the night there; but his own flock made many claims on him. And those outside his flock

  too. It was necessary, in Sam’s view, always to practise what you preached. One must follow Christ by ministering to the sick of body as well as of soul. And although this winter was benign

  compared to last, conditions in some ways were worse. The price of wheat was 110 shillings a quarter and still rising. Half-naked children with tumid bellies sat crouching in fireless dripping

  windy hovels. Hunger and disease were everywhere.




  One morning, a brilliant clear cold morning of late February, Sam, having slept at Pally’s Shop, left with an hour to spare to reach Wheal Grace in time for his core, so he stopped in

  Grambler at an isolated and run-down cottage where he knew almost all the family was ill. The man, Verney, had worked first at Grambler Mine, then when that closed at Wheal Leisure, on the cliffs.

  Since that too closed he had been on parish relief, but Jim Verney had refused to ‘go in’, which meant separating from his wife, or to allow any of his boys to be apprenticed as

  paupers, knowing that that could mean semi-slavery.




  But this morning Sam found that the fever had separated them where man could not. Jim Verney had died in the night, and he found Lottie Verney trying to get her man ready for burying. But there

  was only the one room and the one bed, and in the bed beside the corpse of his father the youngest boy lay tossing and turning, sick with the same fever, while at the foot the eldest boy was lying

  weak and pale but on the way to recovery. In a washing tray beside the bed was the middle boy, also dead. They had no food, nor fire, nor help; so although the stench was unbearable, Sam stayed

  with them a half-hour doing what he could for the young widow. Then he went across the rutted track to the last cottage in the village to tell Jud Paynter there were two more for the paupers’

  grave.




  Jud Paynter grunted and blew through his teeth and said there were nine in this one already. One more and he’d fill it in whether or no. Leave it too long and the gulls’d get in,

  spite of the lime and spite of the boards he plat down acrost the hole. Or dogs. There was a dirty hound been on the gammut these last weeks. Always sniffing and ranting around. He’d get him

  yet. Sam backed out of the cottage and went to leave a message with the doctor.




  Dr Thomas Choake’s house, Fernmore, was back on his tracks barely a half mile, but one moved in that time from desperate poverty to quiet plenty. Even ten paces from the foetid little

  shack made all the difference; for the air outside was biting clear and biting cold. There had been a frost in the night but the sun was quickly thawing it. Spiders’ webs spangled the melting

  dew. Seagulls screamed in the high remote sky, partly in control of themselves, partly at the behest of the wind. Surf tumbled and muttered in the distance. A day to be alive, with food in your

  belly and youth in your limbs. ‘Glory be to the Lord Jesus!’ said Sam, and went on his way.




  He knew of course that Choake did not concern himself much with the poor, but this was a neighbourly problem and such dire distress merited some special attention. Fernmore was little more than

  a farmhouse but it was dignified by its own grounds, its own drive, its group of wind-blown and elderly pine trees. Sam went to the back door. It was opened by a tall maidservant with the boldest,

  most candid eyes he had ever seen.




  Not at all abashed – for what had shyness to do with proclaiming the kingdom of God? – Sam smiled his slow sad smile at her and told her what he wished her to tell the doctor. That

  two people, two of the Verneys, were dead in their cottage hard by, and that help was much needed for the youngest, who ran a hectic fever and coughed repeatedly and had blotches about the cheeks

  and mouth. Would surgeon have a mind to see them?




  The girl looked him over carefully from head to foot, as if assessing everything about him, then told him to wait while she asked. Sam pulled his muffler more tightly round his throat and tapped

  his foot against a stone to keep warm and thought of the sadness of mortal life but of the power of immortal grace until she came back.




  ‘Surgeon says you’ve to carry this back, and he’ll come see the Verneys later in the morning. See? So off with you now.’




  Sam took a bottle of viscous green liquid. She had the whitest skin and the blackest hair, with tinges of red-copper in it as if it had been dyed.




  ‘To swallow?’ he said. ‘Be this for the lad to swallow or—’




  ‘To rub in, lug. Chest an’ back. Chest an’ back. What else? An’ surgeon says t’ave the two shilling ready when ’e call.’




  He thanked the girl and turned away. He expected the door to slam but it did not, and he knew she was standing watching him. All down the short stone path, slippery with half-melted frost, he

  was wrestling with the impulse which by the time he had made the eight or nine paces to the gate had grown too strong for him. He knew that it would be wrong to resist this impulse; but he knew

  that in yielding to it he risked misunderstanding in speaking so to a woman of his own age.




  He stopped and turned back. She had her hands on her elbows and was staring at him. He moistened his lips and said: ‘Sister, how is your soul? Are ee a stranger to divine

  things?’




  She did not move, just looked at him with eyes slightly wider. She was such a handsome girl, without being exactly pretty, and she was only a few inches shorter than he was.




  ‘What d’you mean, lug?’




  ‘Forgive me,’ he said. ‘But I got a deep concern for your salvation. Has the Searcher of hearts never moved in ee?’




  She bit her lip. ‘My dear life and body! I never seen the likes of you before. There’s many tried other ways but never this! Come from Redruth fair, av ee?’




  ‘I’m from Reath Cottage,’ he said stolidly. ‘Over to Mellin. We been there nigh on two year, brother and me. But now he—’




  ‘Oh, so there’s another like you! Shoot me if I seen the equal. Why—’




  ‘Sister, we have meetings thrice weekly at Reath Cottage where we d’read the gospel and open our hearts t’ each other. Ye’d be welcomed by all. We’d pray together.

  If so be as you’re a stranger to happiness, an unawakened soul, wi’out God and wi’out hope in the world, we would go down on our knees together and seek our Redeemer.’




  ‘I’ll be seeking the dogs to come after you,’ she said, suddenly contemptuous. ‘I wonder surgeon don’t give folk like you rat’s bane! I would an’

  all—’




  ‘Mebbe it d’seem hard for you. But if once your soul be drawn out t’understand the promise of forgiveness and—’




  ‘Cock’s life!’ she shouted. ‘You really think you can get me to a praying feast?’




  ‘Sister, I offer ee this only for the sake of—’




  ‘And I tell ee to be off, lug! Tell your old wives’ fables to them as wishes to hark to them!’




  She slammed the door in his face. He stared at the wood for a moment, then philosophically began to walk back to the Verneys with his bottle of lotion. He would have to leave 2s. with them to

  pay the surgeon when he called.




  Having done this, he quickened his pace, for the height of the sun told him it was time he was at the mine. His partner, Peter Hoskin, was waiting, and together they climbed down the series of

  inclining ladders to the forty fathom level, and stooped through narrow tunnels and echoing caves until they reached the level they were driving south-west in the direction of the old Wheal Maiden

  workings.
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