



  [image: cover]




  



  


[image: ]





  





  For Jean




  







  [image: cover]




  





  [image: cover]




  





  CONTENTS




  BOOK ONE




  Chapter One




  Chapter Two




  Chapter Three




  Chapter Four




  Chapter Five




  Chapter Six




  Chapter Seven




  Chapter Eight




  Chapter Nine




  Chapter Ten




  BOOK TWO




  Chapter One




  Chapter Two




  Chapter Three




  Chapter Four




  Chapter Five




  Chapter Six




  Chapter Seven




  Chapter Eight




  Chapter Nine




  Chapter Ten




  Chapter Eleven




  Chapter Twelve




  Chapter Thirteen




  BOOK THREE




  Chapter One




  Chapter Two




  Chapter Three




  Chapter Four




  Chapter Five




  Chapter Six




  Chapter Seven




  Chapter Eight




  Chapter Nine




  Chapter Ten




  Chapter Eleven




  Chapter Twelve




  Chapter Thirteen




  Chapter Fourteen




  Chapter Fifteen




  Chapter Sixteen


    The Stranger from the Sea




  Chapter One




  







  BOOK ONE




  







  Chapter One




  I




  It was windy. The pale afternoon sky was shredded with clouds, the road, grown dustier and more uneven in the last hour, was scattered with blown and rustling leaves.




  There were five people in the coach; a thin clerkly man with a pinched face and a shiny suit, his thinner wife, their half-grown daughter, and two other passengers: one a tall gaunt

  distinguished-looking man in his late thirties, the other a stoutly built clergyman a few years younger. The tall man wore a brown velvet jacket with brass buttons, mostly undone to show the clean

  shirt and the shabby yellow waistcoat beneath, tight buff trousers and riding boots. The clergyman, except for his collar, might have passed for a dandy, with his green silk patterned suit all to

  match, his silk cloak, his scarlet stockings and black buckle shoes.




  The clerkly man and his wife, a little over-awed by the company they were in, made only whispered asides to each other as the coach lurched and clattered over the potholes. Although silence

  obtained now, there had been conversation, and they were aware of the nature of the company they kept. The tall man was Captain Poldark, a man recently come to eminence in the county and a

  member of Parliament for the borough of Truro. The clergyman was the Reverend Osborne Whitworth, vicar of St Margaret’s, Truro, and absentee Vicar of St Sawle-with-Grambler on the north

  coast.




  There had been conversation but it had lapsed into a none too friendly silence; indeed, the interchange from the beginning had had an edge on it. Captain Poldark had joined the coach at

  St Blazey and Mr Whitworth shortly afterwards at St Austell and at once had said:




  ‘Ho, Poldark, so you’re back; well, well, I expect you’ll be glad to be home again. How was Westminster? Pitt and Fox, and all that. My uncle tells me it’s a regular

  gossip shop.’




  ‘It’s what you make it,’ said Captain Poldark. ‘Like so many other things.’




  ‘Ha! Yes. So my cousin-in-law George said when he was up there. Bitter blow you struck him then, you know, depriving him of his seat. Whetted his appetite, it had, those twelve months as a

  member. Very down in the mouth for a while, was George.’




  Captain Poldark did not speak. The coach smelled of dust and stale breath.




  Mr Whitworth eased his tight trousers inelegantly. ‘Mind you, Mr Warleggan is no laggard in furthering his own affairs. I have no doubt you’ll be hearing more of him before the year

  is much older.’




  ‘I shall wait with interest,’ said Poldark, looking down his strong nose.




  ‘We need all the able men we can muster,’ said Whitworth. ‘Now more than ever, sir. Domestic discontent, Jacobin clubs, naval mutiny with red flags hoisted, bankruptcies

  everywhere, and now this Irish rebellion. Have you any news that it has been put down?’




  ‘Not yet.’




  ‘The disgraceful atrocities of the Catholics must be duly punished. The stories one hears match the worst excesses of the French revolt.’




  ‘All atrocities are duly punished – or at least avenged. One never knows who begins them – only that they set off a train of consequences that never end.’




  Mr Whitworth stared out of the window at the lurching greenery of the countryside. ‘I know of course that your Mr Pitt favours Catholic emancipation. Happily there is little chance of its

  going through Parliament.’




  ‘I think you’re right. But whether it’s something to be happy about I rather question. Do we not all worship the same God?’




  Mr Whitworth’s nose was a different shape from Captain Poldark’s, but he had no difficulty in looking down it – at the presumption of a man prepared to question his judgment on

  his home ground – and there for a time the conversation lapsed. However, the young cleric was not one to be discouraged by small rebuffs, and after the coach had been stopped for five minutes

  while the coachman and some of the outside passengers moved a fallen bough, Whitworth said:




  ‘I have been spending two nights with the Carlyons. Do you know them?’




  ‘By name.’




  ‘Tregrehan is a very comfortable and spacious residence. My father and mother knew the Carlyons and I have kept up the acquaintance. They have a very fine cook, a treasure

  indeed.’




  Captain Poldark looked at Mr Whitworth’s swelling stomach but made no comment.




  ‘Their spring lamb – exceptional tender . . . with, of course, asparagus and roasted calf’s heart. It is the conjunction of dishes which makes the table. Upon my word, though,

  I don’t know whether that was better than the boiled fillet of veal with some sweet sauce of their own devising, and a sage and rosemary stufffing. Constantly I tell my wife, it is not the

  ingredients, it is the way those ingredients are put together.’




  ‘I hope your wife is well.’ Here at least was common ground.




  ‘She has a mopish temperament. Dr Behenna believes it now to be a disorder of the spleen. My son, I’m glad to say, is in fine fettle. Never have I seen a stronger two-year-old.

  Barely two-year-old yet. A handsome, beautiful boy . . .’ Mr Whitworth scratched himself. ‘Very different from the poor overlooked nashed little creature the Enyses have produced. Thin

  and weakly of body, they say, with a head far too big, and it dribbles from its mouth all the day long . . . I’ll swear this coach is full of fleas. I have a delicate skin, peculiarly

  susceptible of fleas, and come up the size of a guinea at the least bite.’




  ‘You should try Dr Leach’s Fumigatory Powder, sir,’ said the clerk, greatly daring. ‘It is used in the noblest houses.’




  Whitworth stared the clerk down. ‘I’m obliged to you, sir. I had heard of it.’




  The coach lurched on.




  II




  Ross thought: my life seems to run in repetitive patterns.




  Long years ago – I forget how many – I came back from Bristol in just such a coach, a young man, limping and scarred from the American war, and had just such company. A clerkly sort

  of man and his wife, but then they had a baby to hold, not a thin pock-marked girl. But I shared that coach too with a clergyman. Halse – an old man now – whom I disliked almost as much

  as I do this one. And we sparred in talk and got out disgruntled with each other. The time of year was different, October then; yet today the leaves are lying about from yesterday’s storm as

  if it were autumn already. And the only major difference perhaps is that then I was poor – and to be shocked when I reached home to discover how poor I really was – and now I am

  prosperous. And then I was about to receive the even greater shock of finding that the girl I loved was going to marry my cousin. And now I have a wife . . . Well, yes, I have a wife . . .




  But then I was young and full of astonishing vigour. Now I am thirty-eight, and not so young. And not perhaps so resilient.




  And all my life seems to run down similar avenues – just as it is doing now. Twice in my rash impulsiveness I have raided prisons and taken prisoners out – once in England, for which

  I was bitterly attacked by my own class, once in France, for which I have received equally unmerited praise and admiration. Apart from the odd adventure here and there I have loved only two women

  in my life and they have both turned to other men. I have opened two mines. I have two children. The catalogue could go on and on.




  Perhaps it is the natural outcome of getting older, he thought, this sense that life is repeating itself. Perhaps this sensation occurs to everyone if they live long enough. Indeed, if one

  considers the routine and uneventfulness of most people’s lives, it may be I ought to consider myself fortunate that my life has been one of such variety.




  But that’s not quite the point. You’re blunting the point of your own argument—




  ‘What?’ Whitworth had asked him something. ‘Oh, no, the House will not rise for six or seven weeks yet.’




  ‘Then you’re returning early?’




  ‘Business affairs,’ said Ross. ‘I have been away long enough.’




  ‘Ah, yes, business affairs.’ This struck a responding chord in Osborne Whitworth’s heart. ‘By the by, now that you know Viscount Falmouth so well . . .’




  He paused, but Ross did not acknowledge or deny the fact.




  ‘. . . now that you must know Viscount Falmouth so well, as you sit in his pocket – or in his pocket borough anyway – perhaps you would care to use your good offices

  with him on my behalf, since I am seeking the living of Luxulyan, and, although the living is not in his gift, he is sure to be well in with the patron; and merely his name on a letter would carry

  weight.’




  ‘I’m sorry to hear you are leaving Truro,’ said Ross maliciously.




  ‘Oh, but I’m not,’ Ossie Whitworth assured him. ‘The recently deceased vicar of Luxulyan seldom lived there. I wish to augment my sparse income, which barely,

  you’ll understand, suffices for day to day living and providing subsistence for my wife and growing family. Ministers of the church have stipends quite out of keeping with the demands that

  are put upon them. It is really – if unfortunately – essential for a man in holy orders to possess two or more livings in order to survive.’




  ‘You already,’ Ross pointed out, ‘have two livings. That in my own parish of Sawle became yours two years ago.’




  ‘Yes, but it’s a miserably poor one. The expenses incurred in maintaining it almost eat up the increment. Luxulyan is richer, and the landowners and gentlemen far more generous. The

  south coast, you know, is always better found than the north.’




  There were some cries of protest from the outside passengers as the coach passed under low-hanging trees. One branch scraped the near-side window. The clerk and his wife had exchanged glances at

  the turn of the conversation, which Mr Whitworth had had no hesitation in introducing before them, as if they did not exist. But Captain Poldark, apparently, was saying no more on the subject. The

  clerk could not help but feel that the Rev Mr Whitworth might have couched his request in more tactful terms.




  Ossie peered out of the window. ‘Well, I am nearly home, thanks be to God. All this lurching and ducking is enough to turn a man’s bile. I swear I was at sea only once but it was no

  worse than this. That rascal Harry had better be waiting to take my bag. Ah, yes, there he is.’ Ossie raised his stick and gave three loud knocks on the roof of the carriage.




  They came to a stop, the wheels crunching on the soft ground, every iron bar and leather trace protesting as the motion ceased. The coachman jumped down and opened the door, taking his hat off

  as he did so, hoping for a tip.




  Ossie was in no great haste to descend. He scratched again and began to button his coat. ‘Mind you, I might at some time be able to do you a favour, Poldark. You may not know that my

  uncle, Conan Godolphin, is a close personal friend of the Prince of Wales; and sometimes a friend at court – literally at court – can be of signal advantage to a man in the Commons.

  Especially a distant country member without title or social connections, such as yourself. Uncle Conan knows all the great Whig families and many influential noblemen, so there could be such a

  thing as a quid pro quo in all this.’




  ‘Indeed,’ said Ross after a minute. ‘A quid pro quo, eh?’




  ‘Yes. That’s what I would suggest.’




  ‘I’m not sure what it is you do suggest.’




  ‘Oh, come, Poldark, I think I have made my meaning clear.’




  Ross said: ‘You have a curate-in-charge at Sawle. Odgers is a hard-working little man. When you were appointed to the living you increased his stipend from £40 a year to £45 a

  year.’




  ‘Yes, that’s so. It was a generous gesture and in keeping with the times. Though, living as he does off the land, almost, and with scarcely any expenses, I conceit it difficult to

  imagine what he does with the money.’




  ‘Well, I can assure you he does not live well. He grows vegetables to sell in the local market. His wife scrimps and saves and patches, and cuts down garments from older children to

  younger, and the children themselves lack any refinements of dress or education such as a clerk of the church would reasonably hope they might have. You have told me it is hard for a clergyman to

  subsist. Well, on £45 a year he lives scarcely better than a farrier or a smith.’




  ‘Then I can only say he must mismanage his affairs disgracefully! I have long thought him an incompetent little man.’




  Ross eyed the speaker without favour. ‘The quid pro quo I might envisage, Whitworth, would occur if you were to increase Mr Odgers’s stipend to £100 a year. I should not

  require your uncle’s good offices, but would be quite willing on those terms to ask Lord Falmouth to intercede on your behalf.’




  ‘A hundred pounds a year!’ Mr Whitworth began to swell, an ability he had when angry. It was more often a characteristic of certain animals and birds, but Ossie was peculiarly

  capable of it. ‘Do you realize that the total stipend from Sawle is £200? How could you expect me to remain vicar if I paid half of it to an uneducated curate!’




  ‘Well,’ Ross pointed out, ‘he does all the work.’




  Ossie Whitworth picked up his hat. His manservant, Harry, had now taken down the valise and was waiting beside the coachman with a foolish grin of welcome. ‘That is what an uninformed

  person would suppose.’




  ‘It is what I suppose, since I am a close neighbour of your church.’




  ‘God’s my life, I’ll wish you good afternoon, Captain Poldark.’




  Ossie climbed out of the coach, brushing the lapels of his coat with his free hand, as if dismissing not merely the material fleas that plagued him but the unjustifiable suggestion advanced. He

  did not glance back into the coach, nor did he tip the coachman, but walked off down the narrow lane towards St Margaret’s vicarage and the arms of his unwelcoming wife. Harry brought up the

  rear, tall and bowlegged behind the stocky stride of his master. A glint of river showed between the stooping trees.




  The coachman climbed back on to his seat, clucked to his horses, flicked the whip, and the coach creaked and lumbered forward on the last mile of its journey to Truro.




  III




  Demelza Poldark had been entertaining Rosina Hoblyn to tea. Rosina, who only limped a little since Dr Enys had cured her lipsy leg, was still unmarried after the tragedy of her

  near marriage to Charlie Kempthorne, though now twenty-five, and charming in a sweet and gentle way. Her younger sister, Parthesia, was wed to a farm hand and a mother already. Rosina had always

  been the quiet one of the family; perhaps it was an attitude of mind imposed on her early by her lameness; and she still lived at home with her mother and father and made something for herself out

  of millinery work.




  Demelza had discovered her only a few months ago, and with her usual zest for friendship now put all the work she could in her way. She found the girl companionable as well as industrious. So

  Rosina had been making sun bonnets and caps for the children and had walked over from Sawle with them to see if they suited. While she was there they had taken tea and Demelza had ordered a straw

  hat for herself. Then she had walked a little way back with Rosina in the glimmering evening light, noting everywhere the ravages of yesterday’s storm.




  At Wheal Maiden she stopped and said goodbye but did not at once return; instead stood watching the girl’s retreating figure as she plodded off across the bleak moor in the direction of

  Sawle Church. A waste of a nice woman, she thought, pretty, industrious, with surprising taste and manner considering who had fathered her – the glowering Jacka. Heaven knew, she ought to

  have a fellow feeling, considering that her own father would have made Jacka seem by comparison a gentle, reasonable man. They had that much in common, she and Rosina, they were

  ‘sports’, untypical of their parents, somehow ‘better’, if better meant having ideas and tastes above their station.




  Though, again, Heaven knew how much of this would ever have surfaced in herself – or had any opportunity to surface – if it had not been for a chance meeting with Ross at Redruth

  Fair so many years ago. But for that encounter, what possible hope would she have had? – a drudge, terrorized by a drunken father and smothered by a clutch of younger brothers, for all of

  whom she had had to act the mother at fourteen. Perhaps her father’s conversion to Methodism would have taken place anyhow, perhaps she would have been able to make some niche for herself in

  the poverty-ridden, grindingly hard world of the miners. But nothing, nothing compared to what she had – even if the most important part of what she now had she was no longer sure she wholly

  retained.




  At least the material part was wholly there, was here to be seen and appreciated all around her. A farm (estate if you liked to call it that) which provided many of the necessities of life; a

  mine which provided all the rest and the luxuries besides; a farm house (or manor house if you liked to call it that) of which one ‘wing’ (it only had one) had recently been extended

  and rebuilt; four indoor servants to do her bidding, with all of whom she had instinctively established a nice relationship of half-friendship, half-respect; two unique and beautiful children; a

  superb position to live, at the foot of a valley and, as it were, peering over a low wall into the sea. And her twenty-eighth birthday just gone – not too old yet, not fat, not skinny, not

  lined, no birth creases across her belly, all except two of her teeth, and those back ones, and the front kept white by rubbing them every morning with a marshmallow root. She mixed now with the

  highest people in Cornwall, not merely the gentry but the nobility, and they accepted her – or appeared to accept her – as one of themselves. She also mixed with the miners and the

  fisherfolk, and they accepted her too.




  And Ross. She had Ross. Or thought she had. But he was far away. And for too long had been far away. And here was the worm in the bud, the rot in the deeps of the heart.




  To try to take her mind off it she sat on a granite stone – a part of the old Wheal Maiden house that had not been utilized by the Methodists – and stared again after the retreating

  figure of Rosina, so distant now as to be almost out of sight. The sky was brilliantly clear after the inflamed temper of yesterday; even the few dark clouds to the south over Sawle Church’s

  leaning spire were retreating with the advent of dusk. It was understandable that folk should suppose some similarity between themselves and the climate and imbue the wind and the storm with human

  characteristics. Yesterday the weather had been in a vile rage; it had cursed and sworn and quarrelled with everyone and thrown the crockery; now it had blown itself out, the temper was over and in

  the reaction it seemed tranquil in its exhaustion. You couldn’t believe it was the same person.




  The trouble with Rosina, Demelza thought, was that she was betwixt and between. With the skill of her fingers she was able to dress in humble good taste; she had even taught herself to read and

  write; but these skills and small evidences of a wish to be different set her above the ordinary miner or fisherman with his untutored manners and blunt approach to life. They were probably as much

  put off by her, thinking themselves inferior to her, as she by them, thinking the opposite; and it was hard on her for she met no one else.




  Of course, Demelza thought, she herself had two brothers, both crossed in love. Sam, the elder, had fallen in love with the loud, jolly, lusty Emma Tregirls, and she with him; and only his

  religion stood between them. But she could not swallow his intense Methodism, which filled his whole life, nor, being an honest young woman, was she willing to pretend that she had. So she had

  moved and become a parlourmaid at Tehidy ten miles away. In some respects Rosina would suit Sam much better than Emma, if only he could be persuaded to see it that way.




  But people never fitted into convenient pigeon-holes. Also, it had been at Demelza’s suggestion, seeing them in complete deadlock, that Emma had gone away, with the agreement that they

  should meet again in a year’s time. It had been through Demelza that Emma had got her new position. It would be anything but fair, therefore, to try to fit Sam up with another wife before

  even the year was out.




  That left Drake, the younger brother. Drake was in a much worse state, having fallen in love with Elizabeth Warleggan’s cousin, Morwenna, and then seen her married off to the Reverend

  Osborne Whitworth, vicar of St Margaret’s, Truro, by whom she now had a two-year-old son. Drake was in a worse state, but because it was hopeless, he might be a more suitable subject for

  speculation. Morwenna was out of his reach for ever. The marriage bond, once undertaken, was indissoluble, and, however unhappy Morwenna might be as the vicar’s wife, one could never see her

  running away from him and setting up house with Drake in defiance of all the laws and conventions of the land.




  So Drake’s case was hopeless, and for nearly three years he had known it to be, and for nearly three years he had lived in a state of utter depression and had never looked at another

  woman. And two years ago Ross had bought him a small property and a blacksmith’s shop a mile this side of St Ann’s, so now he was a respectable tradesman and one of the catches of the

  neighbourhood. But he never looked at a girl. At least he never looked at one in the way young men were accustomed to look. He was emotionally frozen, physically frozen, doomed to sterile

  bachelordom, his memory totally dominating his present thoughts so that they remained fixed on a girl long since lost. What was more, one couldn’t be absolutely convinced that it would have

  been a good match even had it ever been able to take place. Morwenna was a reserved, shy, genteelly educated girl, a dean’s daughter, far more ‘above’ Drake than Rosina was above

  the average miner. Could one have seen her as a blacksmith’s wife, cooking the meals, washing the clothes, scouring the floor? Surely it would all have gone stale very soon.




  Of course Drake was still only twenty-two; three years was nothing in a man’s life at that age. But Demelza distrusted a vacuum; there seemed to be a risk in it; and she thought Drake

  might get set in his melancholy. He was always very pleasant but she terribly missed his gaiety. In the old days it had bubbled from him in an irrepressible way. Of all her brothers he was

  the most like her, seeking and finding pleasure in all the small things.




  So. It was perhaps risky to try to play the matchmaker. It was also probably useless. The spark came from nowhere, and no one could supply the spark. But there was a long word that Demelza had

  heard used recently and, when she discovered what it meant, one she specially liked the sound of. It was propinquity. You didn’t actually do anything. Or nothing obvious, that was.

  Nothing that anybody could possibly object to. You just arranged things so that propinquity took place. Then you waited and watched to see if there was any result.




  And she alone probably of all people in the district was in a position to contrive such propinquity. She must bend her mind on how best to achieve it.




  A gentle breeze blew out of the west as she got up to go. A solitary horseman was coming across the moorland. She turned and began to walk home, her mind comforted by the thought of what she

  might arrange. Once before, long years ago, she had brought all sorts of trouble on herself by trying to arrange meetings between Ross’s cousin Verity and a Falmouth sea captain with a bad

  reputation. She really should know better than to meddle in other people’s lives. Yet hadn’t there been justification finally after all the trouble, at the very end? Wasn’t Verity

  now married to her sea captain, and happily married? Wasn’t that the best result of all?




  She stopped to lift her skirt and look at the back of her knee where something was tickling. Sure enough, it was an ant who had wandered off his stone wall and was exploring impermissible

  regions. She flipped him off with her finger and let her skirt fall. But she did not go on. A peculiar feeling in the pit of her stomach. What horseman would come this way at dusk? And was there

  not something familiar about the way he sat his horse? Oh, rubbish, he would have written. He would have sent word. Gimlett would have had to meet him in Truro. Parliament did not end its sittings

  for weeks yet. It was one of the Trenegloses. Or some visitor they had invited. There was nowhere else to go on this track at all. The hamlet of Mellin? Nampara House? Mingoose House? That was all

  before the waste of sandhills to the north-east.




  She turned back to the brow of the hill. She stood on the brow of the hill beside the chapel, shading her eyes, though what light there was was behind her. The figure was appreciably nearer. She

  had never seen the horse before. The rider she had.




  She began to run down the hill, shoes scuffing on the rough track, hair flying, to meet him.




  







  Chapter Two




  I




  Some hours before the second weary traveller reached home, the first one had arrived at his destination, St Margaret’s vicarage, Truro; but no light-footed, long-legged,

  eager young woman had come running to greet him.




  This was not a disappointment, for he had not expected it. Nor would he ever expect it from his wife, for she, alas, was insane.




  It was a terrible cross the Rev Osborne Whitworth had to bear. Having been bereaved at a very early age of his charming if feckless, but doting first wife, he had married quickly again, anxious

  not only to provide a new mother for his two orphaned little girls but to furnish a new life-companion for himself, a young woman who would be at his side for his mutual society, help and comfort

  in prosperity and adversity, a young woman, moreover, who would help him to avoid the sin of fornication and be of one flesh with him as an undefiled member of Christ’s body; and in so doing,

  no doubt, conceive and bring forth more children – particularly a son – in the fear and nurture of the Lord and to the praise of His Holy Name. In making his choice it had not seemed

  anything but natural to him to look also for a girl with some connections and money to her name.




  So, reverently, discreetly, advisedly and soberly, he had picked on Morwenna Chynoweth, a tall, shy, dark-skinned creature of eighteen; short-sighted, not pretty by any ordinary standards, but

  with a perfectly beautiful body. She was genteelly born, too, the daughter of the late dean of Bodmin, and her cousin was George Warleggan’s wife. The Warleggans being not at all genteel, in

  spite of all their efforts to appear so . . . but they were very rich and becoming ever richer, and after some hard bargaining George had settled a sufficient sum on Morwenna to make the marriage a

  practical proposition. Quite clearly he was aware of the advantages to himself of being associated with a family as distinguished as the Whitworths, who themselves were related to the

  Godolphins.




  So the marriage had been arranged and had taken place, and the small matter of Morwenna’s objections had been confidently set aside. After all, no girl of that age knew her own mind; and

  for a creature virtually without expectations the offer of such a union was like opening a gate to a new life. No person in her senses could refuse. And as for the physical side of the matter,

  Ossie had been confident enough of his own male charms to be sure that her awakening would rouse in her a quiet adoration. Of course it didn’t much matter if it did not, for carnal desire and

  pleasure were male characteristics and the female was sufficiently gratified by the attention she received without further reward.




  So it had begun, and for a while Ossie had not noticed any danger signals. She had submitted five times a week, and, although on occasions her attitude and her facial expressions had been far

  from flattering, he had not taken too much notice of them. Then she had borne him a child, and a male child at that, a healthy, vigorous, thrusting, heavy, greedy baby whom Osborne had instantly

  recognized and acknowledged as his very own son and spiritual heir, but she herself had suffered at the birth, and it was at this stage that the first signs of insanity began to show. Her slight

  aversion to the procreative act had become a rabid one, and, aided in the first place by the advice of that insufferable charlatan, Dr Dwight Enys, she had begun to refuse her husband his

  appropriate and proper rights.




  But worse, far worse, was to come. She had persuaded him to hire her youngest sister Rowella, to come to the house to help look after the children, and then, delusive insanity growing hourly,

  had imagined that some sort of a liaison was developing between Rowella and Osborne himself and had screamed at him one night with lunatic eyes and hair hanging like seaweed that he must never

  – never, mark you! – lay hand on her again. When he was about to ignore this demented command she had shrieked at him that if he were to take her against her will she would the next day

  – the very next day, mark you! – kill, murder, put to death the child of her own womb, John Conan Osborne Whitworth.




  It was a cross heavier than any man should be asked to bear, and the Rev Mr Whitworth was seriously considering what steps might be taken to lift the weight from him. A rich man – a really

  rich man without religious obligations – would no doubt easily find a way. But he, Osborne, was in the wrong calling. When one worked in God’s service one was supposed to bear

  unhappiness bravely, and it would be no aid to his further career if it was thought by his brother clerks in holy orders that he had acted prematurely or selfishly in having her – well

  – put away. One of these days he must go to Exeter to see the bishop, pour out his heart and see if he could get the bishop on his side. That would be the great step forward, but it must be

  approached cautiously. That fool, Dr Behenna, was no help, arguing as he did that Mrs Whitworth suffered nothing worse than depressive spells of melancholia.




  So plodding down on his heavy legs behind his manservant, down almost to the river’s brim where the ancient church and its vicarage seemed to stand with their feet in the tree-lined mud,

  he made no conversation, and when he entered the drawing-room on the first floor he found Morwenna sitting by the window sewing in the slanting sunlight.




  She rose when she saw him. ‘Osborne. You are a little earlier than I expected you. Will you take tea?’




  ‘The coach left earlier.’ He walked across to the mantelshelf on which stood three letters that had come for him in his absence. ‘Where is John?’




  ‘In the garden with Sarah and Anne.’




  ‘You should not leave him unattended. There is the hazard of the river.’




  ‘He is not unattended, Lottie is with them.’




  (Lottie was the girl engaged to take the place of Morwenna’s slut of a sister, who had been married off in disgrace to a local librarian called Solway. Rowella Solway. Lottie was

  pockmarked and inefficient but anything was better than the impudent, debased creature who preceded her.)




  Ossie took out his watch. ‘I suppose you’ve finished dinner,’ he said grudgingly. ‘What have we in the house? Nothing, I’ll be bound.’




  We have spring chicken and a tongue. And part of a leg of mutton. And custards and some tart.’




  ‘And all very ill-cooked and totally lacking in flavour,’ said Ossie. ‘I know. It is not until one has dined at one of the great houses that one realizes the uncouthness of the

  food one is expected to eat in one’s own home.’




  Morwenna looked at her husband. ‘Did things not go well with you at Tregrehan?’




  ‘Well? Of course they went well! Why should you suppose different?’ Ossie turned his letters over. One, he knew from the copper-plate writing, was from that gout-ridden old buffer,

  Nat Pearce, no doubt inviting him to whist. A second was from one of his churchwardens, probably voicing some pettifogging complaint. On the third the name and address was printed in copper-plate

  lettering with a fine pen, the seal on the back of plain sealing wax and bearing no impress. He looked up and met his wife’s gaze. She was so untidy these days, her hair not properly combed;

  her frock looked as if it had been slept in. Another sign of the creeping dementia. He really must bring pressure to bear on Behenna. Ossie was not sure if he really believed her threat to

  kill John if provoked by his husbandly attentions; but – but – he had never dared to call her bluff. However, if she continued to go downhill and began to suffer delusions – such

  as her wild fantasy that he had been carrying on with her repulsive sister – if that happened she might well imagine that she had been molested against her will, and then was John

  safe?




  ‘Did you have a tiresome journey?’ Morwenna asked, forcing herself into a solicitude she did not feel, seeking some reason for his being so out of temper.




  ‘Tiresome? Yes, indeed it was tiresome.’ Reminded, Ossie scratched himself. ‘Those coaches are a disgrace, they’re alive with fleas and silver fish and wood lice. They

  never use a fumigant or even seem to brush the cushions. Next time I shall hire a post-chaise . . . And that impudent squireen, Poldark, was aboard.’




  ‘Poldark? Do you mean Ross Poldark?’




  ‘Who else? There’s only one, isn’t there? God be praised. As arrogant, as presumptuous, as ever.’




  ‘I suppose he was returning from London, from Parliament.’




  ‘Of course, and home too soon. George was not so neglectful of his duties when he was a member. No doubt Poldark has trouble in his mine, or something of that sort.’ Ossie broke the

  seal on the third leter.




  ‘Did he say so?’




  ‘Did he what?’ Ossie stared at the letter.




  ‘Say that it was something wrong with his mine?’




  ‘No, of course not. Not in so many words.’ The writing was not printed and he knew it very well. It was as tidy and precise as Mr Pearce’s, though not so ornate. Against all

  reasonable judgment, his heart began to beat noticeably.




  

    

      Dear Vicar,




      I hope you will forgive me for addressing you after so long an interval; but I am in hope – indeed I mention the hope each night in my prayers – that the passage of two years

      will have brought about an amelioration of those hard feelings that you once had for me. (Though never, I assure you, did I ever feel anything but gratitude towards you and my sister for the

      kindly and comfortable home you gave me, nor to you for the Attention and Affection you showed.)




      But I have tried many times to see Morwenna and every time she has refused me admission, and once when I attempted to speak to her in the street she turned coldly away. I do not suppose,

      judging from this, that I shall ever again be welcome in your house or in your church. I appreciate, too, that having married so far beneath me, this is an added bar to any full Reconciliation.

      Yet we live in the same town and must continue to, and I would so like to feel that any real enmity that existed is at an end. (My cousin, Mrs Elizabeth Warleggan, receives me from time to

      time, and should we chance one day all to meet there together, embarrassment would be avoided if we could greet each other without obvious coldness or distaste.) If you have influence with

      Morwenna, I pray you will use it to this end.




      Vicar, it is two years now since I left your house to marry Arthur, and at the time, inadvertently, I carried away some books of yours among my own. These are two volumes of Latimer’s

      discourses and the collected sermons of Jeremy Taylor. I have often wanted to return them but have wondered how best I might do this without seeming to presume. If I come to your door I know I

      shall be turned away. If you would write me a line I could leave them with Arthur in the Library, or, since you are often in the town and passing by my door at number seventeen Calenick Street,

      could I ask you to call in for them? I am usually at home in the afternoons and would look on this as a special sign of your condescension and forgiveness.




      I remain, sir, your respectful and obedient servant and Sister-in-law,




      

        

          

            

              

                

				

                  Rowella Solway.


                


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  ‘What’s that you say?’ snapped Ossie.




  ‘You have not told me,’ said Morwenna, ‘whether you wish to eat now or would prefer to wait until supper-time.’




  Ossie stared at her as if he were confronting Rowella. What impertinence, what impudence, what presumption! The girl was outrageous, mentally as deformed as her elder sister, to write such a

  letter. And morally depraved and spiritually lost. And physically repulsive. She was a worm, as voluptuous as some slimy thing crawling from under a stone, a serpent to be bruised

  beneath the heel. That she should dare to write to him!




  ‘Are you not well?’ Morwenna asked. ‘Perhaps you have a summer fever.’




  ‘Nonsense!’ With an effort Ossie turned away and stalked to the mirror, adjusted his stock. His hands were unsteady with anger. ‘Tell Harry I will eat at once.’




  II




  Dinner was a little later at the Great House in Truro, indeed had only just finished and Elizabeth, graceful as a wand, had just risen to leave the two gentlemen to their

  port.




  It had been a polite threesome, conventionally polite throughout a meal carefully chosen and designed to impress. Indeed Elizabeth, with her deep-rooted knowledge of what was done and not done,

  had dropped a hint to her husband that, where no large dinner-party was intended, this meal was too elaborate and too obvious in its design. But George had chosen to ignore her. His new friend

  must be impressed at this, their first dinner-party together, by the wealth, the taste, the epicurean knowledge of his host. It was all very well if you were a gentleman sprung from

  generations of other gentlemen, perhaps you could afford a sloppy meal in untidy surroundings. Many of George’s so-called social superiors ate like that: Hugh Bodrugan, John Trevaunance,

  Horace Treneglos; and he despised them for it. He chose to eat differently, to behave differently, to have other standards than theirs, and if he entertained an important guest he chose to

  demonstrate what money could buy.




  In any case his guest knew him and knew his origins. The show was not put on to deceive anyone. You could not pretend in the town and the county in which you carried on all your business

  activities. Besides, this friendship might lead to big things, and it was necessary to do all honour to it in the beginning.




  Elizabeth had yielded.




  Their guest had celebrated his fortieth birthday a few days ago. He was a tallish man with his own greying hair brushed back in wings behind his ears; a plump-faced man, good-humoured, but with

  small eyes that were both sophisticated and acquisitive. Christopher Hawkins of Trewithen, lawyer, member of Parliament, one time High Sheriff of Cornwall. Fellow of the Royal Society, baronet and

  bachelor and boroughmonger.




  After Elizabeth left and a manservant had poured the first glass of crusted port a short silence fell and endured while the two men sipped appreciatively,




  George said: ‘I’m glad this opportunity has arisen for you to visit us in our own house. We’d be happy if you would stay the night.’




  ‘I’m obliged,’ said Hawkins, ‘but I’m two hours from my own home now and there is business I want to attend to in the morning. This is admirable port, Mr

  Warleggan.’




  ‘Thank you.’ George forbore to say how much it had cost. ‘However, another time I hope you will be able to arrange your business so that you can spend a night or two with us,

  either at Cardew, where my father lives, or at Trenwith on the north coast.’




  ‘The old Poldark home . . .’




  ‘Yes. And Trenwith before that.’




  Hawkins took another sip. ‘A long time before, surely. Didn’t the last Trenwith marry a Poldark about a century ago?’




  ‘I believe so,’ George said shortly.




  ‘Of course that’s not an unusual progression. The Boscawens married a Joan de Tregothnan and made their home there. The Killigrews married an Arwenack. Let me see, there is a Poldark

  left, isn’t there?’




  ‘Geoffrey Charles. Yes. He’s at Harrow.’




  ‘Francis’s son, yes. Not to mention, of course, Ross Poldark, a few miles to your east. And he also has a son.’




  George regarded his guest carefully, to try to fathom whether the name of Ross Poldark had been introduced into the conversation from malice or inadvertence. But Sir Christopher’s face was

  not an easy one to read.




  ‘Geoffrey Charles will naturally inherit Trenwith when he is of age,’ said George. ‘Though he’ll have little or no money to maintain it. When my father – if

  anything happens to my father Elizabeth and I will move to Cardew, which is a much more considerable house and has perhaps something the same aspect as your own, being set among fine trees and

  looking towards the south coast.’




  ‘I did not know you knew my house.’




  ‘I know it by repute.’




  ‘That must be altered,’ Hawkins said courteously.




  ‘Thank you.’ George decided that Ross Poldark’s name might have been introduced into the conversation for a third reason and decided to turn it to account. ‘Of course I

  envy you one thing more than any other, Sir Christopher.’




  Hawkins raised his eyebrows. ‘Do you? You surprise me. I thought you had all that a reasonable man could possibly want.’




  ‘Perhaps a man is not reasonable when he has once possessed something and then lost it.’




  ‘What? Oh . . .’




  George nodded his formidable head. ‘As you know, I was a member of Parliament for more than twelve months.’




  The manservant came in again but George waved him out and poured the second glass of port himself. The two men sat in silence beside the littered table, which glinted with silver and glass in

  the subdued light from the window. Although they were much of an age they were so different, in appearance, in clothes, in expression, in build, that a consideration of age hardly seemed to be

  relevant. Hawkins plump, shrewd, sophisticated, cynical, greying, looked a gentleman through and through but one who knew all the ways and the wickedness of men. Human nature, you felt, would never

  surprise him. Beside him George, in spite of everything, looked heavy and a little uncouth. The pale lemon silk neckcloth seemed inappropriate around the strong bull neck. The finely tailored

  velvet coat did not hide the strong muscles of arm and back. The clean, well-kept hands, though not over-large, had a breadth about them that suggested manual labour. (Not that he had ever done

  any.) He too wore his own hair, and there was not a trace of grey in it; but the first inch or so grew up vertically from the scalp instead of lying along it.




  Hawkins said: ‘You came in at Truro under the wing of Francis Basset, Lord de Dunstanville. When Basset composed his differences with Lord Falmouth you lost the seat narrowly to Poldark.

  It was natural enough. Finding another seat in a parliament as yet six months old presents difficulties. But, if you are anxious to return, has Basset no suggestions to offer?’




  ‘Basset has no suggestions to offer.’




  ‘Has there been some area of disagreement between you?’




  ‘Sir Christopher, there is little in this county that can remain private. To such a public personage as yourself, with so many avenues of information open to you, it can hardly be a secret

  that Lord de Dunstanville does not offer me the patronage he did. We are still on civil terms but co-operation, at least on a parliamentary level, has ceased.’




  ‘May I ask why?’




  ‘There were – as you say – areas of disagreement. May I ask if you always find yourself in accord with Francis Basset?’




  Hawkins smiled thinly. ‘Scarcely ever . . . But if you have lost the patronage of de Dunstanville, and made, I imagine, an enemy, at least for the time being, of Lord Falmouth, your choice

  is limited.’




  ‘Not in a county returning forty-four members.’




  Sir Christopher stretched his legs. They were dining on the first floor but the sound of carts rattling over the cobbles outside sometimes impeded conversation. ‘As you know, Mr Warleggan,

  I have three seats myself, but they are all notably occupied.’




  ‘Yet I’d appreciate your advice.’




  ‘Anything I can do I will do.’




  ‘As you know, Sir Christopher, I am a wealthy man, and I have a fancy to indulge my wealth. Do you know what Lord de Dunstanville is reported to have said at a recent dinner-party at his

  house?’




  ‘Reliably?’




  ‘I have it from a guest who was present. He said: “Mr George Warleggan’s grandfather was a blacksmith who worked a forge in Hayle and hadn’t a shilling to his name. But

  Mr George Warleggan, by industry and good luck, has acquired a fortune of £200,000.” ’




  Hawkins eyed his host with a narrow assessing gaze but did not speak. George looked up and met his eyes. ‘The only misinformation in that remark, Sir Christopher, is that my

  grandfather’s forge was not in Hayle.’




  Hawkins nodded. ‘Well, your fortune is a matter for some congratulation, then, isn’t it. Francis Basset must have thought so too. No one even as rich as he is can afford to despise

  wealth in another.’




  ‘. . . That’s as maybe.’ George leaned forward to fill the glasses again. ‘But since I have money and wish to use it I would be very much in your debt if you would advise

  me how I might best re-enter Parliament.’ He paused. ‘Naturally, any favour I might do in return . . .’




  Upstairs a child was crying. (Valentine, as if saddled with some incubus at an early age, often had bad dreams.)




  ‘Had you approached me before the election of last September, Mr Warleggan, your question would not have been a difficult one to answer. The government usually has seats to sell at

  £3,000 to £4,000.’




  ‘Then I was member for Truro.’




  ‘Yes, yes, I understand. But at the moment—’




  ‘I am not,’ George said, ‘so much concerned to buy a seat as a borough. I don’t wish to be at the beck and call of some other patron. I want to be the patron

  myself.’




  ‘That would be much more expensive. And of course it is by no means a straightforward operation. One has the voters to consider.’




  ‘Oh, the voters . . . Not in some of the boroughs. Which do you control, Sir Christopher?’




  ‘I have an interest in Grampound and St Michael. Voting powers there are vested in those inhabitants who pay scot and lot.’




  ‘What does that mean?’




  ‘Roughly, those who pay a rate towards the maintenance of parish affairs.’




  ‘And how many such are there in each borough?’




  ‘Officially it is supposed to be fifty in each borough but in effect it is fewer than that.’




  ‘And how does the patron influence the voters, if that is not too crude a way to put it?’




  ‘He owns the properties they occupy,’ said Sir Christopher drily.




  ‘Ah . . .’




  ‘But one has to have a care, Mr Warleggan. Where overt bribery is seen to exist elections are frequently declared void on appeal to Parliament, and the offending member or his patron can

  be sent to prison.’




  George turned a couple of guineas in his fob. ‘No doubt you would instruct me in the niceties of such matters. In return, if there should be any way in which I could assist you, either in

  banking or in furthering such interests as you may have in smelting, mining or shipping, pray let me know. It would give me pleasure if I were able to assist you.’




  Hawkins stared at the dark red eye of his port. ‘I’ll inquire for you, Mr Warleggan. Circumstances are always changing – there may be a chance at any time to purchase such

  controlling interests – or there may not. It is very much a matter of luck, of foresight, of opportunity. But most of all, of money. That will open many doors.’




  ‘Money I have,’ said George, ‘and will lay it out as you advise.’




  







  Chapter Three




  I




  The other weary traveller had arrived home. He had dismounted and they had walked home together while dusk accompanied them and then overtook them like a rising tide. The

  children were just abed and Ross said not to wake them; it would be a surprise for them in the morning. He had been to see them sleeping and had accepted his wife’s assurances that they were

  in health. Downstairs again and all bustle and pattering feet and the clink of knives and plates while supper was brought in and they ate it together.




  Through the meal they talked of the casual homely things: Jinny Scoble had another daughter whom she had called Betty. Jack Cobbledick had hurt his foot on a harrow and was laid up in bed. The

  two pigs, Ebb and Flow, in the normal progression of nature, had had to be disposed of, but two more, from Flow’s first litter, had taken their place, had been given the same names, and the

  children were becoming reconciled. Jud Paynter had got so drunk last week that he had fallen into one of his own graves and had had to be hauled out. Ezekiel Scawen had passed his eighty-fourth

  birthday and claimed not to have had a tooth in his head for sixty years; the Daniels had made him a cake. Tholly Tregirls had had a brush with the preventive men but had got away without being

  recognized. Verity had written last week and said the measles were very bad in Falmouth—




  ‘Dwight,’ said Ross, who had been doing most of the eating and little of the talking. ‘Caroline’s baby. What is wrong with it?’




  ‘Sarah? What d’you mean?’




  ‘Is that what she’s called? Of course, I remember now, you wrote me. Is she deficient? Mentally, I mean.’




  ‘No, Ross, no! There is no reason to suppose so! But Caroline had a bad time and the baby was small. She is still small and rather frail. But why did you suppose . . .?’




  ‘That dangerous donkey in cleric’s clothes, Osborne Whitworth, said as much in the coach from St Austell today. He suggested the child was witless and dribbled from its mouth all

  day.’




  ‘All babies dribble, Ross. Like old men. But I don’t think Sarah is worse than any other. It must have been spoken out of malice.’




  ‘Thank God for that. And the marriage between those two – does it prosper?’




  Demelza raised her eyebrows. ‘Should it not?’




  ‘Well, I have had fears sometimes. They are such total opposites in everything they think and do.’




  ‘They love each other, Ross.’




  ‘Yes. One hopes it is a sufficient cement.’




  After that Jane Gimlett came in to take away the supper things and they moved into the old parlour, which looked and smelt the same to Ross as it had done since childhood. He noted, however, the

  re-covered chair, the two new vases, with flowers in them: bluebells, tulips, wallflowers. In those years when Demelza had been growing out of servitude and childhood to become his companion and

  then his wife, almost the first evidence of the changing relationship had been the appearance of flowers in this room. He remembered with great vividness the day after he had first slept with her

  Elizabeth had called, and Demelza had come in in the middle of the conversation, barelegged, rough clothed, unkempt, with a sheaf of bluebells on her arm. And she had offered them to Elizabeth, and

  Elizabeth, probably sensing something, had refused them. She had said they would fade on the way home. And after she had gone Demelza had come to sit at his feet, an instinctive movement as it were

  to claim him.




  Well . . . life had changed a little since then. Demelza had changed since then.




  He lit his pipe with some difficulty from the small smouldering fire; drew at the smoke, sat back.




  ‘You’re thinner,’ he said.




  ‘I am? Maybe a little.’




  ‘Are you fretting for Hugh?’




  She stared at the fire. ‘No, Ross. But perhaps a little for my husband.’




  ‘I’m sorry. I should not have said that.’




  ‘You should have said it if it was in your thoughts.’




  ‘Then it should not have been in my thoughts.’




  ‘Perhaps sometimes we can’t help those. But I hope all this time in London you have not been thinking I have been grieving for someone else.’




  ‘No . . . No.’




  ‘You don’t sound very certain.’




  ‘No. What I have thought, ever since last September, is how difficult it is to fight a shade.’




  The candlelight flickered with air from the open window.




  ‘You don’t need to fight anyone, Ross.’




  He looked down at his pipe. ‘Compete with.’




  ‘Nor compete with. For a time . . . Hugh came into my life! I can’t tell you why – and into my heart, where before there had only ever been you. But it is over. That is all I

  can say.’




  ‘Because he is dead?’




  ‘It is over, Ross.’ She blinked as if removing mental tears. ‘It is over.’




  ‘Yes . . .’




  ‘After all . . .’ She got up, dark eyes glinting, and moved to poke the fire.




  ‘Yes?’




  ‘It was not a worthy thought.’




  ‘But say it – as I did.’




  ‘Is this the difference between a woman and a man, Ross? For after all, all my life with you I have had to fight – not a shade but an ideal – Elizabeth. I – have

  always had to compete.’




  ‘Not for a long time now. But perhaps you’re right. What’s sauce for the goose . . .’




  ‘No, no, no, no, no! D’you b’lieve I allowed myself to feel a heartache for Hugh out of retaliation? You surely could not! What I mean is, because it happened you say you have

  to compete with some memory. This I have to do and have had to do all my married life. It shouldn’t be allowed to wreck all that we still have.’




  His pipe was not drawing properly. He laid it on the mantelshelf and stood up. He seemed to have grown bigger since he had been away.




  ‘Should it be allowed to wreck what we still have? No. We decided that last September. But this parliamentary frippery in which I am engaged came at a fortunate time. We have been apart,

  we’ve had time to think, and I believe time to re-order our thoughts, and to some extent our lives.’




  She took a breath. ‘And what has been your conclusion?’




  ‘What has been yours?’




  ‘No, I made mine last September. There is no difference. There can be no difference – for me.’




  ‘Well, as for me,’ said Ross. ‘As for me – well, of course I have seen all these beautiful women in London.’




  ‘Indeed you must have.’




  ‘I believe the women of London are the most beautiful in the world.’




  ‘Tis quite likely they are.’




  ‘What have you been doing while I have been away?’




  ‘What have I been doing?’ Demelza stared at him in indignation at the change of subject. ‘Seeing to your mine and your affairs, of course; trying to bring up your children in

  the way they should go! Doing all the ordinary things of living and breathing and – and looking to the farm and the rest! And – and waiting for your letters and

  answering ’em! Living just as I have always lived – but without you! That’s all I’ve been doing.’




  ‘And how often has Hugh Bodrugan tried to creep in your bed while I’ve been away?’




  Demelza burst into tears.




  She made for the door. ‘Leave me go! Let me alone!’ she cried as he barred the way.




  He held her forearms and she looked as if she was going to spit in his face.




  He said: ‘It was meant as a joke.’




  ‘Twas a poor joke!’




  ‘I know. We can no longer joke, can we, because it is all too tender and raw between us. God help me, there was a time, and not so long ago, when every tiff between us ended in laughter.

  That is all lost.’




  She said: ‘Yes, that’s all lost.’




  He held her for a few moments more, and then stooped to kiss her. She turned her head so that his lips only found her hair. ‘Leave me alone,’ she whispered. ‘You’re a

  stranger. I don’t know you any more.’




  He said: ‘Perhaps the fact that we fight shows that we still have something to lose.’




  ‘A marriage without warmth, without trust – a trust that we’ve both betrayed; what good is that?’




  ‘You don’t ask me how I have disposed of my spare time in London, what women I have had.’




  She wiped her eyes with her hand. ‘Perhaps I’ve no right to.’




  ‘Well, after all you’re still my wife. And since you are my wife I’ll tell you. In the early months on different occasions I invited two women into my rooms. But before they

  had even undressed I sickened of them and turned them out. They left shouting derisory curses at my head. One accused me of impotence, the other called me a trike.’




  ‘What is that?’




  ‘No matter.’




  ‘I can look it up in the dictionary.’




  ‘It won’t be in the dictionary.’




  ‘I can guess,’ said Demelza.




  There was a pause, while he released her arms but continued to prevent her moving away from him.




  She said: ‘Those were harlots.’




  ‘Yes. But high class ones. Very select.’




  ‘And what of the real ladies, the beautiful ladies?’




  ‘They were – in circulation. But I found none to my taste.’




  ‘You tasted them?’




  ‘Only by the eye. And that generally at a distance.’




  ‘It seems you’ve been a monk.’




  ‘Only because you are more beautiful than all of them.’




  ‘Oh, Ross,’ she said weakly, ‘I do so hate you! I hate you for lying to me! Say if you wish that you want me to be a wife to you again. That I will be. But

  don’t – pretend.’




  ‘If I were to pretend you might take it for the truth – but because it’s the truth you disbelieve me, eh, is that it?’




  She shrugged but did not speak.




  He said: ‘Oh, in a picture gallery I cannot say that three out of five men would not pick a different picture from mine. It is not just looks, it is what’s behind ’em;

  it’s the familiarity of knowing someone intimately and yet wanting them all over again; it’s the total commitment of personality; it’s the ultimate spark between two people that

  lights the flame . . . But who knows whether it will warm them or burn them up?’ He stopped and frowned at her. ‘I had no idea when I came home how we were to meet. I have no idea at

  this moment whether we shall ever laugh together again – in that way. I want you, I want you, but there’s anger and jealousy in it still, and they die hard. I can’t say

  more. I can’t promise that tomorrow it will be like this between us or like that. Nor can you, I’m sure. You’re right in saying I’m a stranger. But I’m a stranger who

  knows every inch of your skin. We have to go on from there – in a sense to start again.’




  II




  Ross was up at four next morning. He left Demelza, her breath ticking gently like a metronome, went out of the bedroom and down the stairs. Day was breaking outside, but the

  dark hadn’t yet left the house; it skulked in corners waiting to trip you up.




  He went out and stood under the shadowy lilac tree listening to the sleepy chirp of the finches and the sparrows. Somewhere up the lane a blackbird was in full song among the nut trees, but

  about the house they had been slow to wake. The air was white and pure and soft and he inhaled it like ether. Then he slid round the house while a cow lowed at him and a pig grunted, climbed the

  stile and was on the beach, sand soft and churning at first, then hard where the tide had been.




  It was not yet far out. The waves were small but explosive, bursting into little flurries of self-importance as they turned. He threw off his robe, kicked his slippers away and went in. The sea

  was like a surgeon, icy and probing: although it was mid-May his body froze before it responded to the stimulus. So for five minutes, and then he was out again, breathless but glowing, as if his

  flesh was made new. He wrapped himself in his robe as the rim of the sun peered slanting over the sandhills and set fire to the first chimney top of Nampara.




  Reminiscent mood – he had swum like this after his night with the woman Margaret following the ball in Truro, and the day before he first met Demelza. He had swum then as if to rid himself

  of some miasma attaching to the night. Not so this time. No expense of spirit in a waste of shame. A trivial event, of course, for God’s sake: he had resumed intercourse with his wife, for

  God’s sake. Fit subject for ribald dialogue in one of the fashionable plays in London.




  Yet it hadn’t quite turned out as expected. What would one have expected? In spite of his brave words, perhaps the casual. Or more likely the fiercely resentful, a claiming of a

  right long since in abeyance and nearly lost. But in the event it had never progressed beyond the tender. Somehow a much-derided emotion had got in the way and turned it all to kindness. Whatever

  happened now, however they met today, or tomorrow, in whatever form constraint or hurt or injury or resentment reared its head, he must remember that. As she would, he knew. If only one could

  altogether exorcise the ghosts.




  When he got back to the house all were still sleeping, though the Gimletts and the rest of the servants would soon be astir. His children slept on. Demelza slept on. He dressed and went out

  again. The sun was still shining but clouds were marching like rioting miners out of the western sky. He walked up to Wheal Grace. The engine was tirelessly working, pumping up the water that for

  ever accumulated in the sump. Two tin stamps clanged. He had intended having a chat with whichever of the Curnow brothers was in charge of the engine but at the last moment changed his direction

  and walked towards Grambler. He felt full of energy and the sort of elation that came rarely now. All this was total contrast with the noisy, sooty streets of London. But perhaps contrast was a

  necessary part of appreciation.




  Henshawe, the grass captain of Wheal Grace, lived at the far end of the poverty-stricken straggle of cottages and hovels that made up Grambler village, and was up and about, as Ross knew he

  would be.




  ‘Why, Cap’n Ross. I’d no idea you’d be back so soon. Going back to the mine, are you? I’ll walk with you so far as her, if you’ve the mind. But how about a

  dish of tea first?’




  So it was nearly six before they left, and the cores were changing as they reached the mine. Those miners who knew him well clustered round him, talking and joking and asking questions and

  telling him local gossip; but he noticed an element of reserve that had not been there before. Apart from that independence of mind natural to Cornishmen, who were not accustomed to bowing low to

  their squires in the way of up-country folk, was the fact that many of these men had been his companions in boyhood. Joshua, his father, unlike Charles, Francis’s father, had drawn no

  barriers when Ross was young, so the boys had gone line-fishing together, had wrestled, had picnicked, had played wild games in the sandhills, had later sailed over to France in company to bring

  back brandy and rum. Even after Ross returned from America, a scarred and limping veteran of twenty-four, it had always been an easy relationship, the differences of station acknowledged but

  largely ignored. Now there was a change, and he realized why. By accepting Viscount Falmouth’s invitation and being elected for one of the seats in Truro he had ‘gone up’ in the

  world. He wasn’t just a J.P. who sat on a bench and solved local problems and dispensed local justice: he was a member of Parliament, and Parliament, for better or worse, made new laws for

  the land. They probably thought privately that there weren’t many laws necessary except the laws of God.




  He had not yet broken his fast and was hungry, but it seemed the right moment to get a hat and a candle and go down with the new core. That, if anything, would reestablish the old camaraderie;

  besides, Henshawe’s news was not of the best and he wanted to see everything for himself.




  But it had to be postponed. The others were filing down, taking it in turn to step on to the ladder that would take them two hundred feet below ground, where they would spend eight hours of the

  bright day, and he was waiting for Henshawe, when a lighter footstep made him turn. It was Demelza, with Jeremy and Clowance.




  ‘Captain Poldark,’ she said. ‘I have two friends for you.’




  Then he was engulfed.




  III




  ‘I did not know whether to tell you or not,’ said Demelza. ‘Captain Henshawe came and told me, and as he does not write very easy I thought perhaps I must pass

  it on.’




  It was nearly dinner-time and they were sitting together on the old wall beside the stile, looking on to Hendrawna Beach. The day had turned cold, and Demelza was wearing a cloak. The children

  were on the beach, but they were far away at the water’s edge and Betsy Maria was looking after them.




  ‘I don’t think from a first look it is quite as bad as Henshawe supposes. It’s true the south lode – the one we found first – which has brought up such riches

  – is wearing unexpected thin. It took everyone by surprise for it began in great depth and there was no reason to suppose it would not be so uniform over most of its breadth. But it is not

  so. Nor is the quality so good as it was. But with care there is still a year or more’s yield, even if there is no “on lode” development. But the north lode – virtually a

  floor – is yet barely in full development. Or seems so. After being so deceived in one perhaps one should qualify one’s assessment of the other. But there is – must be –

  ample for a number of years, and that is surely all any mine venturer can hope for.’




  ‘Perhaps it was wrong to bring you back, then.’




  ‘I didn’t return solely for that reason. Nor even principally. I was – fatigued of London. You’ve no idea, Demelza, unless you have experienced it, the constant noise,

  the bustle, the smells, the chatter, the clamour, the lack of air. Even one day, even half a day such as I have now had, makes me feel a new man, made over again.’




  ‘I’m glad.’




  It being new moon, the tide was now far out, so far that the firm sand stretched for great distances, intangibly bordered by a smear of surf. Betsy Maria and the two children were token figures,

  not identifiable.




  Demelza said: ‘It is a long time since you have talked to me as you have done last night and this morning. Perhaps it is all the speeches you have been making in Parliament.’




  ‘Speeches. Huh.’




  ‘But tell me about it. What is it all like? Your lodgings have been comfortable? You didn’t write so just to deceive me?’




  ‘No, they were good rooms. Mrs Parkins is a tailor’s widow. George Street is off the Strand, near the Adelphi Buildings, and quiet after the noise of the main streets. Eighteen

  shillings a week I paid – did I tell you? – carpeted and furnished. Mainly I ate at the coffee houses and such. But Mrs Parkins made me a meal when I asked. It’s a way from

  Westminster, but there were always ferries at the foot of the steps to take me there.’




  ‘And where you meet – in Parliament?’




  ‘A hybrid, born of a chapel for a father and a bear-pit for a mother. You go to the chamber, you approach it, through Westminster Hall, which is a fine lofty building, but the chamber

  itself is much like Sawle Church, except that the benches face each other instead of the pulpit and are banked so that each may see over the one below. At times it is insufferably crowded, at

  others near empty. The business usually starts at three and can go on till midnight. But the business itself is most of the time so parochial that one wonders it could not have been settled

  locally. A bill is introduced, say, for creating a new road through the village of Deptford. The next is for dividing the parish of St James in the city of Bristol and building a church. The next

  is for draining low ground in some parish in the East Riding of Yorkshire. What, I frequently asked myself, was I doing in such a place and what could I contribute half so well as minding my own

  affairs in the parish of Sawle?’




  Demelza looked sidelong at her husband. ‘But there are important things too, surely?’




  ‘There are important debates, yes. Pitt had introduced a tax on incomes to counter what he calls shameful evasions and scandalous frauds. It is to be 2/- in the pound on incomes of over

  £200, and he hopes to raise £10 million towards the war. But he spoke at inordinate length.’




  ‘Did you vote for it?’




  ‘No. I think it is too great an invasion of privacy.’




  ‘And the slave debate?’




  ‘What of it?’




  ‘Mr Wilberforce introduced one, didn’t he, in April?’




  ‘His motion was narrowly defeated. By eighty-seven votes to eighty-three.’




  ‘And you spoke in it?’




  Ross turned and stared. ‘Who told you that?’




  ‘I think,’ Demelza said, shading her eyes, ‘that we should go and meet the children. Otherwise they will be late for dinner.’




  Ross said: ‘I hardly spoke in it. It was an intervention that lasted barely five minutes and was unpopular with both sides of opinion.’




  ‘It didn’t read so.’




  ‘It was not in the Mercury.’




  ‘No. But in another paper.’




  ‘What other paper?’




  ‘I did not see the name. Unwin Trevaunance cut the piece out and sent it to Sir John and Sir John gave it to me.’




  Ross rose. ‘Shall I call the children?’




  ‘No, the wind is in your face. Let’s walk out.’




  They tramped over the rough grass and stones and were on the beach.




  ‘Why was it not well received, Ross? Reading it, it said just what I believe you think, and I could hear you saying it.’




  ‘I met Wilberforce twice in February,’ Ross said. ‘He is a likeable, warm, religious man, but strangely blinkered. You know the saying that charity begins at home. Well, not

  with him. Quite the reverse. Charity with him begins overseas. He will work up in a fine rage about the condition of the slaves and the slave ships – as who would not? – but can see

  little in the condition of his own countrymen to take exception to. He and not a few of his followers are supporters of the Game Laws; he favours all Pitt’s measures to curb freedom of

  speech, and wishes to keep the wages of the poor down. I got up that day,’ Ross said, frowning at the sea, ‘with no prepared speech, which was lunacy, but you must know that when one

  man has finished speaking a number of others rise and it is for the Speaker – who is like a chairman – to choose whom he fancies. Maybe he picked me because I was new in the House. I

  was taken aback. It is a strange experience, for it is like speaking from the body of a church, with all the congregation lolling and sprawling and gossiping all about you. You are adrift in a sea

  of faces and hats and top-boots and hunched shoulders . . .’




  ‘Go on.’




  ‘I am going on – as I did that day. I have to tell you that I did not stumble or stutter, for the challenge instead of overawing me – as it should have done by rights –

  annoyed me. But I had come to my feet to support – of course – Wilberforce’s Bill. As Canning had. As Pitt had. As any man with any compassion in his bowels would do. The

  arguments against were – abominable in the ingenuity of their twisted reasoning.’




  ‘As you said.’




  ‘As I said. But, after speaking three or four minutes I – I felt it necessary to jolt all those men, all of them, if I could with a realization of the evils that

  existed under their very noses. It was not, I said . . . But you have read it.’




  ‘Go on.’




  ‘It was not as a committed Christian that I spoke – for everyone in the House no doubt would claim to be that – perhaps particularly those who spoke against the Motion, since

  the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel itself owns slaves in the Barbadoes. I spoke, I said, solely as a witness of man’s inhumanity to man. This manifested itself in its worst form in

  the abominable slave trade but existed also in lesser but no less evil forms on the doorstep of every one of us in the House that day. There were, I said, in England one hundred and sixty crimes

  for which a man might be hanged; yet by the laws introduced over the last two decades many a man was now so poor that he could not live except by crime – if feeding his belly and his starving

  family was still to be considered such an offence. Grievous as it was, intolerable as it was, that human beings black or white, should be bought and sold in slavery, was the House aware that new

  slaveries were springing up in England; that, for instance, children employed in the mills of the north of England were dying in their hundreds of overwork while their parents, denied work of any

  sort, contrived to live off the tiny earnings that their children brought home?’




  ‘That is better than it said in the paper,’ Demelza said. ‘And then?’




  ‘Rightly I was called to order – for I was veering right away from the subject of the debate – and thereafter soon sat down. I have not spoken with Wilberforce since, but he

  has given me a couple of cold nods, so I do not think my intervention was looked on with the greatest favour.’




  They walked on. The children had seen them coming now and were running to meet them.




  ‘And Lord Falmouth? Do you see much of him?’




  ‘I have dined at his house once and we have supped over at Wood’s Coffee House in Covent Garden, where the exiles meet two or three times a year. It is called the Cornish Club. I

  think we have come to be a little on each other’s nerves, but I have to tell you that he has not attempted to influence my conduct in the House so long as I support Pitt on most major

  issues.’




  The children were racing now. Jeremy had outstripped Clowance’s fat little legs, and Clowance, it seemed likely, was going to go into a sulk.




  ‘And you are home, Ross, for all the summer?’




  ‘All the summer. And I hope you have something good for dinner. Last night – and the air this morning – has made me hungry.’




  







  Chapter Four




  I




  Since the persecutions instituted by Mr Tankard at Mr George Warleggan’s suggestion ceased, Drake Carne’s business had prospered. Even in times of war, even in

  times of scarcity, even in times of depression, people needed a blacksmith, especially one who could also make a serviceable wheel. Drake had had the great advantage when he began of taking over a

  going concern, even if run down; there had not been any need to create a new connection in the face of opposition. ‘Pally’ Jewell had been there forty years before him; the difference

  was a young man in place of an old.




  It was sourly observed of Methodists that they prospered more than other men. The reason was simple: once they had truly laid hold of the faith they eschewed gambling, wenching and, for the most

  part, drinking, so that, aside from their religious meetings, they had not much else to do but work. While regarding this world’s goods as of secondary importance, Wesley had never for a

  moment forbidden his followers to prosper, so long as they did so in a godly and modest and sober way. And this was happening to Drake, and faster even than most; for the loss of Morwenna left him

  without the solace of a wife and the distraction of a family. He worked. From dawn till dark – and often after by candlelight, he worked. With the shop went six acres of land, and this he

  farmed, mainly growing animal feed which he sold to the big houses round. (Not, of course, to Trenwith.) He kept chickens and goats and a few geese. When for any reason business slacked off he made

  spades and shovels and ladders, and the mines bought them from him. Recently he had taken on two undersized boys of twelve, the Trewinnard twins, as assistants. He was putting money in the bank,

  not because he felt it was any use to him, but because he had to put it somewhere.




  Sam, his brother, still came every Tuesday and Saturday and stayed and talked a while and prayed with him. Drake had broken away from full participation in the life of redemption, and, although

  still a member of the Connexion, he had never returned to it in the way Sam would have liked and nightly prayed for. Sam, whose religion had been the cause of his failure to win Emma Tregirls,

  pursued it with unremitting zeal, and saw no cause to abate his conviction that divine love ruled and must continue to rule the spirits of those who dwelt in Christ. He would gladly and joyfully

  have married Emma unredeemed; Emma, though she loved him, could not accept the fact that she needed redemption.




  One day Drake received a note from Demelza asking him if he could spare a few hours to put in a new fireback she had bought for the library. ‘I have not seen you at all this

  month,’ she wrote. ‘We have been so Busy haymaking the Storm all but ruined one field but the rest was in and thanks be the ricks stood the strain. Ross is back from London looking so

  pale as if he had been living in a Vault but well and he has already made his mark upon the House of Commons. Though he denies it. Have you time to take a meal with us? You know four people who

  would like it among them your loving sister Demelza.’




  The boy was waiting – it was Benjy Carter, now thirteen, with a scar on his face, though on the other cheek, not unlike that of the man he had been named after – so Drake said he

  would be over about four the following Wednesday. On the Wednesday, having left the forge in the care of Jack Trewinnard, the elder by half an hour, he walked to Nampara and saw to the

  fireback.




  It was a simple fitting and one, Drake would have thought, any handyman could have managed; but he fixed it, and then drank tea with his sister in the old parlour which remained, in spite of

  alterations and extensions, the life centre of the house. Demelza was looking very well and specially pretty – she bloomed at regular intervals like a perennial flower – and the

  children clambered all over Drake for a while and then were gone. Ross was still up at the mine.




  Drake said: ‘A fine pair of children you have, sister.’




  ‘Grufflers,’ said Demelza.




  ‘Please?’




  ‘Grufflers. That’s what Jud calls them.’




  Drake smiled. ‘They have a betterer start than we had.’




  ‘Their father is a small matter different.’




  ‘And their mother.’




  ‘You never knew Mother, did you?’




  ‘Not so’s I recall. You was – you were always mother to the six of us.’




  ‘I knew her till I was eight. Then I – came in for her family. When you’re young like that you don’t think, you don’t compare, you don’t wonder. As you get

  older it’s different. Oft I’ve puzzled since why she ever wed Father. She was an orphan – I b’lieve she was a love-child – but her aunt brought her up on their farm.

  She used to send me to sleep when I was little talking about the ducks and the hens and the geese. She was pretty. At least I think so. Till she was dragged down with all us children and all that

  poverty. I never knew Father come home in the evening till he’d drunk what he’d made.’




  ‘Father ever good-looking, was he?’




  ‘Tis hard to say for sure, isn’t it? It’s hard to see when people are old. Was Dr Choake ever good-looking? Was Tholly Tregirls? Or jud?’




  Drake laughed. ‘I must go, sister. Thank ee for the tea. Will Jeremy go away to school soon?’




  Demelza wrinkled her eyebrows at the thought. ‘I am trying to teach him what I know and then he can maybe have a tutor for a while. I shall never hold him in if he has the wish to go away,

  but at seven or eight it is savage for a boy to be torn from his home. Ross did not go till after his mother died, when he was turned ten.’




  ‘Of course,’ Drake said, ‘and Geoffrey Charles, he was eleven when they sent him to Harrow.’




  This was such a sore subject that for a few moments neither spoke.




  ‘Here’s Ross now.’




  Then there was pleasant talk for a space, while Ross refused fresh tea and gulped a cup from the old pot standing up and asked Drake to come to the mine one morning, for they had recently

  received a consignment of tools, screws, nails and wire from Bristol, and he suspected the quality was inferior but was not sure enough to be able to complain.




  Drake said he would come next Monday at seven, and was edging his way towards the door, when Demelza said:




  ‘I believe Rosina Hoblyn is just leaving. D’you know her, Drake? She’s from Sawle and lives with her family. She does needlework and millinery for me.’




  Drake hesitated. ‘I expect mebbe I seen her about.’




  ‘I’ve given her a stool – you know the old one, Ross, that was in the box bedroom. It will be useful for her at home, but as she is a little lame it is a long way to carry

  it.’ Demelza went to the door and called. ‘Rosina.’




  ‘Yes, ma’am.’ Rosina came to the door, needle in hand. When she saw the two men she looked surprised.




  ‘Are you ready to go? That must be near finished.’




  ‘Oh, it is. I was but adding a stitch or two, here and there, waiting for you to come see twas right and proper.’




  ‘D’you know my brother, Drake Carne? He’s going your way; he lives at St Ann’s, so it’ll not be out of his way at all, and he can carry the stool.’




  Rosina said: ‘Oh, ma’am, I can manage that. Tis no great weight; and I’m used to fetching and carrying water and the like.’




  ‘Well,’ Demelza said, ‘Drake is going that way and is about to leave. You do not mind, Drake?’




  Drake shook his head.




  ‘Then go get your bonnet.’




  The girl disappeared, and soon came back, carrying her workbasket and the stool. This was handed to Drake, who took it, and they set off, over the creaky wooden bridge and up the may-lined lane

  out of the valley. Ross and Demelza watched them go.




  Ross said: ‘Is this another of your matrimonial experiments?’




  Demelza narrowed her eyes. ‘That little limp stays with her in spite of all Dwight has been able to do. She’s a nice girl.’




  ‘A more flagrant contrivance I never saw.’




  ‘Oh, no it was not! I don’t think so . . . Since they both happened to be here at the same time . . .’




  ‘At your invitation.’




  ‘Ross, Drake needs a wife. I don’t want to see him dry up in his youth from disappointment and loneliness. I want to see him – in joy again, as he used to be. He’s my

  favourite brother.’




  Ross poured himself another cup of tea. The teapot just filled his cup with its last dregs. ‘There’s something in what you say. But have a care: matchmakers often burn their

  fingers.’




  ‘I shall do no more. It is just – putting them together once or twice – that’s all.’




  Ross swallowed his second cup. ‘Does Drake ever mention Geoffrey Charles when you see him?’




  ‘He mentioned him today. Why?’




  ‘He’ll see a big change in Geoffrey Charles if he comes home this summer. I took him out when I was in London. I didn’t tell you, did I, I took him to Vauxhall. It seemed a

  suitable thing to do.’




  ‘George would not like it.’




  ‘George can rot. We listened to music and, avoiding the harlots, sipped a glass of wine in the gardens; then we went into the Rotunda to admire the statuary. I took him back at seven. He

  has changed. He is very – grown up. Next term, he tells me, he will have Lord Aberconway as his fag.’




  ‘Well, that is what happens to boys isn’t it. They grow up very sudden. There’s nothing you can do about it. But I’m sorry if it isn’t a good change.’




  ‘Well, I’m not saying he’s disagreeable now – far from it! – he’s very good company. It’s just that these years at Harrow have turned him into a

  worldly-wise young man. Do you know more than anything what I felt as he walked beside me? That his father had been born over again. I knew Francis from childhood, of course, but it is in his teens

  that I remember him most vividly. Geoffrey Charles has become the living repeat of his father. And as I liked Francis – most of the time – so I like Geoffrey Charles. He’s witty

  – lively – perhaps a little unstable at the moment – but good company for all that.’




  ‘But not good company for Drake.’




  ‘I don’t think it will work between them any longer.’




  II




  On the way up the lane and then across the moorland towards Grambler nothing was yet working between Drake and Rosina. Rosina was wearing a yellow bonnet and a faded but clean

  yellow muslin dress with a white frilled hem, from under which small black boots appeared regularly as she strode beside her tall companion. Her limp was hardly noticeable on level ground. With the

  stool over his shoulder Drake was trying to pace himself to her speed. He was wearing green barragan trousers and a coarse shirt open at the throat, with a green neckerchief.




  The silence had lasted such a long time that at last he forced himself to break it.




  ‘Going too fast for you, am I?’




  ‘No, no, tis just right.’




  ‘You’ve only to say.’




  That ended conversation for a time.




  Then, after moistening her lips experimentally once or twice, she said: ‘I go over most once a week now. Tis easier for Mistress Poldark if I d’go there to work than she sending it

  over. Mending and patching I do for her an’ all.’




  ‘I never seen my sister make much sewing,’ Drake said.




  ‘No. She d’say she’s not handy with a needle. But she have the ideas. Oft when I got there she have the idea and I make it up just as she want.’




  ‘Who learned you?’




  ‘Mostly myself.’ Rosina pushed a strand of hair out of her mouth. ‘Being laid up so long, see, you start to work with your hands. Then I borrowed a book on it from Mrs

  Odgers.’




  ‘You can read?’




  ‘Yes. Mother would bring home laundry from Trenwith, and often twas wrapped in newspaper. Mind, I don’t read easy.’




  ‘I could neither read nor write till I was past eighteen. Then my sister learned me.’




  ‘This sister?’




  ‘I’ve only the one. Several brothers.’




  ‘Sam is your brother, isn’t he? The preacher. I seen him about often. A rare good man.’




  ‘Are you a Methodist?’




  ‘No. I just go church Sundays.’




  They had reached the outskirts of Grambler. Both knew that if they once walked through the village together and as far as Sawle the news would be everywhere that Drake Carne was courting at

  last, and it was to be Rosina Hoblyn.




  ‘Look,’ said Rosina. ‘I can manage from here. Reely. There’s no weight to the stool, is there.’




  He hesitated, the busy wind pushing and thrusting at him.




  ‘No. Tis of no moment. That is if you don’t have the mind to wish otherwise.’




  ‘If you have not I have not,’ said Rosina.




  III




  So exercised in mind was the Reverend Osborne Whitworth in matters closely concerning himself that he did not open Nathaniel Pearce’s letter until two days after his

  return home. Of late Ossie had been finding excuses for refusing the old man’s invitations to whist because like as not when the day came Mr Pearce would be laid up with gout and have to

  cancel, or when he played be too absentminded to return his partner’s lead. For a time Ossie had borne this because of the chance of meeting the notary’s influential clients, but now he

  felt he had met them all and knew them well enough to do without an intermediary. But when he did finally read the letter it was not after all an invitation to whist. Mr Pearce was ill and urgently

  wished to see him.




  Ossie delayed another couple of days, and then being in Truro on other business, stopped outside a door bearing a wooden sign on which was printed, ‘Nat. G. Pearce. Notary and Commissioner

  for Oaths’. As he mounted the shaky stairs which seemed ready to collapse under the attack of worm, following the slatternly pimpled woman who had let him in, Ossie wrinkled his nose at the

  stale smell in the house, a smell which became more pronounced as he was shown into the bedroom. Used to smells associated with occasional and reluctant sick visiting, Ossie did not have a tender

  nose, but this was distinctly unpleasing.




  The Notary and Commissioner for Oaths was sitting propped up in bed in a nightshirt and nightcap. His fat face with its terrace of chins was the colour of a mulberry just before it comes ripe. A

  coal fire burned in the grate and the window was tight shut.




  ‘Ah, Mr Whitworth, I had thought you had forgot me. Come in, my boy. You will regret to see me in this state. I regret it myself. Everyone regrets it. My daughter weeps tears nightly and

  says her prayers at my bedside. Eh? What’s that? Speak plain, please, this gouty condition has affected my hearing a little.’




  ‘I have been busy with parish affairs,’ shouted Ossie, not accepting the chair he was offered and standing with his back to the fire. ‘There is a great deal to be attended to,

  with Whitsunday but two days off, and matters in Sawle needing my attention. I have also had business in St Austell. In what way may I assist you?’




  ‘One thing,’ said Mr Pearce, ‘one thing about you, my boy, is that I can always hear what you say without your having to raise your voice. Eh? I suppose it’s you being a

  cleric, you’re used to preaching and the like. Well . . .’ He blinked his bloodshot eyes a couple of times. ‘Was it Thomas Nash who wrote a poem – “I am sick, I must

  die”? Well, I am sick Mr Whitworth, and doubt not at all that Dr Behenna is right in taking a deleterious view of my chances of recovery. I’m sixty-six, my boy; though bless my soul it

  seems no time since I was your age. Life is like – like one of those hobby-horses you ride at a fair – round and round you go enjoying every moment and then the – then the music

  stops . . .’




  Ossie lifted his coat tails so that with his hands behind his back each tail was draped over one arm. He observed that Mr Pearce was emotionally moved. Indeed tears trembled and fell on to the

  bed sheet. The old fool was clearly very sorry for himself.




  ‘Gout? That’s nothing. You told me once you’ve suffered from it for twenty years. A little fasting and you’ll be up and about again. Did you forswear any luxuries for

  Lent? Tell me that.’




  ‘The gout?’ said Mr Pearce. ‘That was what you said, wasn’t it? Ah, the gout I have had in the limbs for half of a lifetime; but now it has risen to my heart. There are

  times in the night – I tremble at the thought of them – when I stretch up – and up and up – hoping for the next breath. One of these days, one of these nights, my boy, and

  the next breath will not come.’




  ‘I wish I could help you,’ Ossie said coldly. ‘I’m sorry if you are so sick.’




  Mr Pearce remembered his manners. ‘A glass of canary? It’s on the side there. Noblemen have seen fit to congratulate me on my choice of a canary. Help yourself, will you?’

  Ossie did so. ‘No, alas, I may not drink it afore sundown, Behenna says; though what difference it will make in the end, the good God knows . . . And talking of the good God, Mr Whitworth,

  I’d remind you that I am in your parish. St Margaret’s extends to take in this corner of Truro, even though all the rest belongs to St Mary’s. Anyway, I could not bear the

  comforts of the sour Dr Halse.’




  Ossie for the first time realized why he had been called. Offering solace to the sick and the bereaved was one of the duties of his office that he was least attracted to, but when driven into a

  corner he made some show of it. For the most part, since he had a good memory, this consisted of quotations from the Bible: obviously nothing that a mere parson could say could be so apt or so

  authoritative. But Mr Pearce was an educated man and clearly would not respond to the first quotation that came to mind.




  In the end he shouted: ‘Job in the time of his tribulation said: “If a man die, shall he live again? All the days of my appointed time will I wait, till my change come. Thou shalt

  call and I will answer thee: thou wilt have a desire to the work of thine hands.” ’




  Silence fell. Mr Pearce said: ‘I believe a glass of canary will be helpful to me, my boy.’




  It was poured. It was drunk.




  Mr Pearce said: ‘You’re a parson, my boy. You’re in holy orders. The bishop has laid hands on you. So you ought to know. If anyone does, that is. Eh? Eh? What did you

  say?’




  ‘Nothing,’ said Ossie.




  ‘Ah, well, I suppose that’s about what anyone would say confronted with such a question. All the same, d’you know, I’d be interested. Do you believe what you teach,

  parson? D’you believe in an after-life? My daughter does. Oh, yes. She’s a Methody and considers that it is only important to repent here and now and all the rest will be added to you

  after you die. That’s fundamentally what the Bible teaches, isn’t it, no regarding which particular branch of religion you swing from. Repent and you’ll live again.’




  Ossie said: ‘Thou has hold of me by Thy right hand. Thou shalt guide me with Thy counsel, and afterward receive me to glory. Whom have I in Heaven but Thee? My flesh and my heart faileth.

  But God is the strength of my heart, and my portion for ever.’




  ‘You dropped your voice,’ said Nat Pearce, Notary and Commissioner for Oaths. ‘Tis unusual in you, my boy; you’ve one of those voices that carry. But I don’t

  supposition that what you have had to say is quite in my particular field. Maybe you’ll find a fox, but taint the same one! D’you know, I would wish to repent if I could believe there

  were something to it, for I’ve not been so well behaved these last few years. Tis pressure of circumstance that has been at the bottom of it all.’




  Ossie moved reluctantly to the chair and lowered himself into it. ‘St James says: “Blessed is the man that endureth temptation; for when he is tried he shall receive the crown of

  life.” ’




  ‘Eh? Yes, that’s very well.’ Mr Pearce raised a swollen mulberry of a hand and scratched among the ruffles on his chest. ‘But I haven’t altogether endured

  temptation, my boy. I have yielded, here and there, and that is the point, ain’t it. I’m not at all easy in my mind, and I don’t fancy passing on to meet my Maker with a

  burdened conscience. I’m terrible uneasy. You truly believe there is such a Being, do you? You believe these tales of hell-fire and eternal damnation? Upon my soul I don’t know

  what to think.’




  ‘God is eternal,’ said Ossie. ‘God is omnipresent. God is the supreme judge. There can be no turning away. If you go down into the nethermost parts of Hell He is there also.

  There is no escaping Him. Is it the sins of your youth that trouble you now?’
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