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    On a stretch of yellow sand on a beach of north Cornwall, just below Sawle cliffs, there lie the remains of a shipwreck.

    Every tide submerges it; seas have dashed over it, men have come and gone, but something still survives: a few spars deeply overgrown with seaweed and mussels round which venturesome children sometimes play. Indeed, at dead low tide when a heavy ground swell has sucked away the sand it is possible to make out the way the vessel struck, broadside on, and to see the backbone and the iron ribs lying exposed among pools and dripping a little in the sun.

    There are still some who remember the wreck and will tell you the date she came in, a handsome ship, on the ninth of December, 1898. But these have been years of flux in the village of Sawle; successive wars and depressions have seen rapid changes, and few are left to tell the tale. Even those who remain and remember find that no one is interested in something that happened in Victorian times. Their own children could not tell you anything: they are far too deeply involved in today to bother about the past. Although the information is still to be had for the asking, they do not ask and will not listen.

    So with the instability of unaired memory, the facts themselves are harder to come by with each year that passes. You may learn the vessel’s name – that she was registered at Falmouth, that she was carrying a mixed cargo and bound, some say, for Liverpool, that some of her crew were saved, though whether all or how many it is hard to recollect. Some will nod and draw at their pipes and tell you that there were passengers aboard, but of course they do not remember names or details.

    For this information you may if you are curious turn up the files of the local paper and find a photograph of the ship and the bare bones of the story, just as the tide will ever and again draw back the sand from the bare bones of the wreck, like a wicked child pulling away a cover and saying with secret gloating: ‘See what I did!’

    But there is no flesh upon the bones, and for this it is better to rely upon what is still to be gathered in Sawle. There the men who remember will tell you that on the evening of December the eighth, 1898, a strong wind blew up round the coast and that before the night was far advanced the wind had reached the force of a heavy gale. In the morning, almost as the late dawn broke amid the scream of the wind, a farmer called Hoskin, out on the cliffs on business to do with his cattle, glanced out over the grey scud of the sea and saw, only just visible on the low horizon among the shifting mists of the morning, a sailing vessel driving before the gale.

    One minute she was there, the next she was invisible again, her sails blown to shreds, her decks swept by the hurrying seas. But Hoskin had seen enough and, dog at heels, hurried across two fields, climbed a stone wall into a lane, and ran down the steep hill to where the sometime mining and fishing village slept in the fold of the hills with the wind roaring among its cottages and ruined chimney stacks.

    Rousing the rocket crew was a matter of minutes, but by the time they had struggled up with their apparatus in the teeth of the wind upon the lower cliffs which guarded the entrance to Sawle she had already struck.

    A boy named Coad saw her come in. One moment she was leaping and plunging like a horse among terriers, the next she had sharply stopped and was heeling over as if about to capsize. From the extremity of the swing she partly righted herself, and the great waves, unable to move her, began instead to smash into her exposed side, sending up fans of sea and spray.

    Hardly able to see or speak for the wind, the rocket crew dragged their gear to the nearest point on the cliffs, pushed it to the edge and fired their first rocket, carrying its thin lifeline over the broken sea towards the wreck.

    Normally the distance would have been amply spanned, but so strong was the wind that the rocket fell into the sea some distance short The crew wiped the spray from their faces and tried again. By now in the growing light it was possible to see figures clinging to the deck of the ship.

    There was little time to spare if the rescuers were to be useful, and they fired two more rockets before deciding to wait upon some slackening of the wind. But the gale, though often rising to new heights, seldom dropped below a constant pitch of fury, and although they chose the best moment of the morning the line again fell short.

    Helpless now, while others from the village came on the scene, they watched the ship settle in the water. All around them the rocks were grey with flying scud, and now and then a back-wash from a returning wave would sweep the slanting deck. Almost everything had been carried away – but the tiny figures still clung there mutely appealing for help.

    Then one of these figures was seen to crawl away from the poop and work his way towards the bows.

    ‘Thur’s a fool thinks he’s going to swim ashore,’ said the leader of the rocket crew. ‘ Fire another rocket, Joe; try an’ stop ’ im; he’ll not go to save ’imself that way.’

    Another rocket hissed and sputtered away from the cliffs. One or two of the men made gestures at the ship, but before any more could be done the figure in the bows of the ship had slipped over the side. A wave hit the vessel and everything upon it was hidden from view in an explosion of white and green water; the mist and spray from this was blown across to the watchers and some minutes passed before one of them shouted and pointed with a gnarled finger at the sea some distance from the wreck.

    A head could be seen bobbing and disappearing on the bubbling crest of a great wave. They caught sight of the swimmer again two minutes later. He was being swept towards Angader Rock, which barred the entrance to Sawle Cove. But he was not seen again. Men do not live in Cornish seas when a gale is calling the tune. The watchers cursed in broken snatches and strained their eyes towards the wreck.

    Then one shouted: ‘Try Sawle Point. Can’t we get the gear down thur; the wind’ll be abeam of us.’

    With sweat mingling on their foreheads with the spray, they hauled their tackle away from the cliffs, dragged it round the edge of Trelasky Cove and with a clumsy impatient care began to half-haul, half-lower it towards the edge of Sawle Point.

    The seas were breaking over this, but as the point lay almost due west of the ship they would no longer be firing into the wind but across it. Slipping and sliding in their haste, hobnailed boots sparking on the rock, they set up their gear and prepared to fire their next rocket.

    From here the ship lay pointing north-east with her stern towards them; the angle of her deck was acute, her masts reaching towards a gleam of yellow sunlight among the racing clouds. Her mizzen mast was at a greater angle than the other two.

    They fired the first rocket well out to sea and away from the ship, and there was a moment’s silence and then a cracked cheer as the line was seen to have been blown full across the poop. All along the cliffs people waved and opened their mouths in sounds which were lost as soon as uttered.

    One of the figures on the ship snatched at the line as it passed him and quickly made it fast.

    Now began the task of paying out by means of this thin rocket line first the whip, which was an endless rope much thicker than the line and had to be secured to the main mast, then the hawser, and finally the breeches buoy.

    You may still hear all this from the lips of a man who saw it. You will be told that just for a moment when the mizzen mast collapsed it looked as if the breeches buoy would be carried away, with only two of the crew rescued. You will be told what happened when the survivors came ashore, of the efforts of the Sawle people to provide them with dry clothing and food, of how some of them were accommodated at the Tavern Inn and others in the cottages near.

    But from that point the account becomes vague. Even though he remembers the sensation which shortly followed the rescue, a sensation which set it apart from all other wrecks of the century, the shipwreck is still the main concern of the narrator. This much he saw; the rest he read about. At the time it was a topic on everyone’s lips; but lips and ears are not eyes, which take the lasting impressions.

    Turn up the newspapers of a few weeks later and you will find that much was written in them on this later sensation. But reading the faded pages, one is struck once again by a sense of inadequacy, of seeing the bare bones of the events and being not quite able to imagine the flesh which hung upon them. This person lived and that person died, this woman made a public statement to the press, that woman left the country quietly and was hardly heard of again. Like palaeontologists trying to reconstruct an extinct animal we patiently fit the pieces into place and from them build up a probable structure which will pass for the real thing. At heart, though, it is artificial, an inverted creation, reaching from the overt acts back to the unstated reasons and not growing, as life grows, from the need to the wish, from the desire to the intention, from the reason to the act.

    In Sawle, therefore, the curious will find something at once to excite their interest and to frustrate it. A description of a shipwreck and the shadowy outlines of something more. The spectre of human hopes, defeated or fulfilled and now forgotten, the shadows of human conflict and affection, generosity and greed, must stalk sometimes on December nights over the remains of the wreck.

    To this the newspaper, crackling as we turn its pages, can only add a faded epilogue.

    But further inquiry is not as fruitless as it might appear. Still living in another part of the world are people who remember these events because they were an intimate part of them, who perhaps cannot tell you the end, for their own lives are not yet ended, but can, if you get them in the right mood, explain exactly how it all began.





    
      
    

    
      Book 1
    





    
      Chapter One
    

    On a sunny afternoon in mid-June 1898, a train drew into Falmouth Station, and among the few passengers who alighted was a boy of eleven.

    He was tall for his age, reedy of build, with a shock of fair hair, good open blue eyes and a clean skin. He was dressed in a brown corduroy suit, obviously his best, and a wide new Eton collar with a bow tie. In one hand he carried a cloth cap, in the other a wicker travelling bag secured by clasps at the top and bound by a leather strap.

    He stood there irresolute, blinking a moment at the stationmaster, who had taken off his silk hat to mop his damp forehead in the sun, then followed the other passengers to the ticket barrier.

    Just outside the barrier, eyeing the outcoming passengers with a purposive gaze, was a tall girl of about nineteen. Occasionally she would put up a hand to steady her wide-brimmed hat against the wind. When the boy passed through the barrier she took one more glance up the platform and then stepped forward.

    ‘Are you Anthony?’ she asked.

    He stopped in some surprise, changed hands with his bag and then set it down and blushed.

    ‘Are you Cousin Patricia?’ It was noticeable that their voices had a resemblance, his low but not yet beginning to break, hers contralto and of the same timbre.

    ‘I am,’ she said. ‘You look surprised. Did you not expect someone would meet you? Come along. This way. The train was late.’

    He followed her down towards the town and presently fell into step beside her on the pavement, darting glances about him, towards the crowded harbour and the noisy docks, and the tall chimney of me sawmill, then sidelong at his companion who now was holding her hat all the time.

    ‘So you’re Cousin Anthony,’ she said. ‘How tall you are! I was looking for a little boy.’ When he blushed again, ‘Are you shy? Haven’t you ever been on a journey by yourself before?’

    ‘Yes,’ he said stoutly. ‘ Often.’ Which wasn’t quite true. He had in fact never been to a seaport of this sort before. Born and bred on Exmoor, he had not even seen the sea for four years – almost a lifetime – and that had been no more than a glimpse from the top of a high cliff and upon a grey day. Today the harbour sparkled and shone. Ships of all sizes mingled bewilderingly in its blueness, and away to the east the lovely line of St Mawes Creek glittered in the sun. But this was not why he blushed.

    ‘I was frightfully sorry to hear of Aunt Charlotte’s death,’ said the girl soberly – or at least with an attempt at soberness, for all her movements were instinct with the joy and vigour of life. She brightened up. ‘ What shall you do? Have you come to stay with us long? Joe will tell me nothing.’

    ‘Joe?’

    ‘Dad. Your Uncle Joe. Everyone calls him Joe. He’s frightfully close about things.’

    ‘Oh,’ said Anthony. ‘No. That is, I don’t rightly know yet. Father wrote to Uncle Joe. He says it just means me staying here till he can make a home in Canada. Of course, I’d go out straight away, but father says where he is now isn’t fit for children.’

    ‘What’s he doing?’

    ‘Prospecting. He’s been out two years, you know. Mother and me were going out as soon as he could make a home. Now, of course … it’s all different.’

    ‘Yes,’ said Patricia, nodding sympathetically. ‘ Well, you must stay here and make your home with us.’

    They walked on in silence. The memory of his dire misfortune cast a black shadow over Anthony’s mind for some moments. Even yet he could not accustom his mind to the change. He still felt that his mother existed in this world, that she had gone away for a few weeks and would soon be back; already his mind was stored up with things he wanted to say to her, little questions he wished to ask, matters which had cropped up since her going and which seemed to need her personal attention. He felt mature and lonely. Nothing would ever be the same.

    ‘Well,’ said Patricia, lifting her skirt to step fastidiously across a littering of old cabbage stalks which someone had carelessly tipped, ‘there’s plenty to do here. Boating and fishing and helping in the house. I suppose you know we run a restaurant?’

    Anthony nodded.

    ‘There’s always plenty going on at Joe’s. Mind you, it’s mainly an evening business; but there’s always plenty to do during the day. If you can lend a hand you’ll never need to feel in the way, even if your father won’t have you for another couple of years. There’s plenty of fun too. Look down there; that’s Johnson’s; our chief rival.’

    Anthony peered down a narrow, dirty street leading to a quay. In doorways ill-clad urchins sat and played, but he could not make out anything which looked like a restaurant. The glance served to bring his attention back to his present surroundings, and especially to the girl at his side. Youth has the resilience of a young birch tree: you may bend it till its head touches the earth, but in a minute it will spring erect again, head to the sun and no thought of contact with the soil.

    Anthony had been startled at the first sight of his cousin. She was wearing a high-necked white lace blouse with a fine white drill skirt and a wide-brimmed hat turned up at the side and trimmed with broad green velvet ribbon. In one green-gloved hand she carried a parasol. She was very pretty, with curly chestnut hair swept up from the ears, large expressive brown eyes and the complexion of an early peach. She was tall and slender and walked with a grace which was curiously interrupted at intervals by a sudden lifting upon the toes like a barely suppressed skip. She talked vivaciously to him – treating him as an equal – and bent her head graciously from time to time in acknowledgment of a greeting from some passing friend.

    He noticed that many of the sailors, even those who did not know her, looked at her from across the street or glanced round as they passed. For sailors were prominent in this strange, exciting little town; dark men and lascars, Dutchmen and French. The whole town was different from any he had been in before: it was foreign and smelt of fish and seaweed and strong tobacco. It smelt of all sorts of things he had not smelt before; as they walked along amid the sun and shadow with the dust playing in whorls between the ramshackle houses his nostrils were assailed now with the odour of untended refuse from a squalid courtyard, now with the sudden strong smell of salt air and the sea. That fresh wind was like a purifier pushing through the slits of streets straight from the Channel and distant lands.

    ‘I wonder if you’ll ever have a stepmother?’ said Patricia. ‘I have, you know. Dad married again last year. My mother died two years ago, nearly.’

    ‘I’m sorry,’ said Anthony.

    ‘Yes, it’s never the same. Good afternoon, Mrs Penrose; breezy, isn’t it? She’s all right in her way – Aunt Madge, I mean – she looks after Dad, but not like Mother did. Dad doesn’t love her: he married her because she was a good cook.’

    For the second time Anthony felt faintly shocked. Patricia’s outspokenness was something new to him and as fresh as the wind. A large fat seaman with some tattered gold braid round his cuffs stepped off the pavement to make way for them and beamed at the girl. Anthony stared away from the sea up, up a seemingly endless flight of stone steps climbing the hillside, with grey slate cottages running in uneven terraces from them. But Patricia’s way was not up the steps. She still went on, along the endless winding main street which skirted the whole western part of the harbour. The wind was less boisterous here and the sun more strong, but she did not raise her parasol. He wondered if it was carried only for ornament, since the handle was so long and the silk cover really so small.

    A plump little lady passed them and carefully averted her head.

    ‘Is there anyone else lives with you?’ Anthony ventured. ‘I mean, I haven’t any other cousins, have I?’

    ‘No. There’s Joe and Aunt Madge and me. Then there’s Joe’s brother, Uncle Perry. He came home from America last year. He’s made money and is looking round for somewhere to retire; but he hasn’t found anywhere yet. Then there’s Fanny, the scullery maid … oh, and one or two others who’re about, but they don’t live in. Are you tired? Shall I give you a hand with that case?’

    ‘Thanks, no,’ said Anthony, overcome by the thought.

    She did not in fact press for the honour. ‘Well, we’re nearly there. Just up this hill and down the other side.’

    They climbed a short rise where the street became so narrow that the two sides seemed about to meet; the crooked bow windows of an antique shop peered fastidiously down upon two conger eels for sale on the marble slab opposite; then the street dropped again, and Patricia turned off down a short and precipitous side-way which stopped abruptly upon the brink of the harbour.

    Here, above the door of the last building on the right, there was an old and weather-beaten signboard, sorely in need of a coat of paint. On this signboard was the simple legend: JOE VEAL’S.





    
      Chapter Two
    

    You entered Smoky Joe’s – as the café was universally called by its clientele – through a narrow shop door, and immediately encountered Smoky Joe himself. Indeed it was not physically possible to dine in the café, whether upstairs or down, without first coming into contact with the proprietor; for it was his unvarying custom to sit brandishing a carving knife and fork on the opposite side of the counter as you entered the narrow shop; and so belligerent was his look that no one had ever dared to pass closely by him without first learning what there was to eat and then ordering on the spot the meal he wanted.

    Spread on this counter were the viands which made up the choice. At one end there might be a roast turkey or a couple of chickens, with a huge leg of lamb and a piece of sirloin on succeeding dishes. Further down there was a choice of three or four kinds of pudding or tart steaming over an elaborate gas-ring.

    The decision made, one could, if one wished, linger to see the portion cut off; one paid up, and the dishes were set aside to be taken into the kitchen where they were piled with vegetables and presently delivered to the customer wherever he had taken his seat.

    The system was a good one. Bad debts were never incurred, complaints seldom; and so succulent was the aspect and smell of the dishes on the counter when one entered that scarcely anyone was ever put off by the gruff and grudging manner of the Tyrant with the carving knife.

    In appearance Joe was short and thin with a pale slate-grey complexion and eyes like a small black terrier. His heavy black moustache drooped over a mouth which was at once obstinate and astute. In the shop he always wore a dark alpaca coat the length of a frock coat and a high wrap-round collar with scarcely any tie.

    Anthony saw nothing of this on the afternoon of his arrival, for he was ushered down some steps and by a back door into a big low kitchen, where a thin red-faced girl not much older than himself was trying half-heartedly to tidy up the disorder, and a big woman with a distasteful expression was making pastry.

    Aunt Madge was a disappointment. This lovely creature who had escorted him all the way from the station, talking cheerfully to him as if they were old friends, had warmed and brightened his heart. He had forgotten his tiredness, his loneliness, the fact that he was thirsty and hot. He had been uplifted in her company. Aunt Madge restored his perspective.

    ‘Late,’ she said. ‘Have you been. Round the sea front, I thought. Pat, you should have … Fanny needed help. Take him to his bedroom. A cup of tea presently.’

    Anthony found himself following Patricia up the stairs with an impression that he had not yet really met Aunt Madge at all. In the kitchen there had been a large rather over-dressed woman, a fleshy rather than a fat woman in early middle age, with fair hair going grey, with a pince-nez straddling a short nose, and a discontented mouth built upon a pedestal of chins. But he did not think she would recognise him again. Being introduced to her was like making an appointment with somebody who forgot to turn up.

    These old black winding stairs with rickety banisters and creaking boards. They climbed half a flight and two full flights to an attic.

    ‘You’ll find yourself a bit at sea at first,’ said Patricia, on whom her stepmother’s welcome had left no impression. ‘It’s with being altered for the restaurant that has made the house confusing.’

    She opened an old door and showed him into a bedroom with a ceiling which sloped three ways from a central part where it was possible to stand upright. There were all sorts of odd crossbeams. A large iron bedstead decorated with brass knobs was the chief article of furniture. The window was on floor level.

    ‘You can see most of the harbour from here,’ she said helpfully.

    He went to the window and again his spirits began to rise. The view was fine.

    ‘Thanks awfully … Patricia,’ he said. ‘ You’ve been … Thanks awfully for meeting me at the station.’

    ‘That’s all right,’ she said, pulling off her hat and shaking out her curls. She met his frank gaze and smiled. ‘You’d do the same for me. Tea in ten minutes. Don’t wait for someone to shout, will you?’

    She ran off down the stairs humming.

    Tea was the one meal at which Joe Veal consented to sit down and partake of food in the bosom of his family. He never ate breakfast, and dinner and supper were served to him on a little table behind the counter of the shop where he could supervise the orderings and preferences of customers. But the café was usually empty about tea time; the trip-bell was set to work over the shop door, and Joe and his pipe came down into the kitchen to tea.

    Anthony ate buttered scones and drank several cups of hot tea, and absorbed all the newness about him and glanced diffidently but candidly up at the faces of this family into which fate and unfair bereavement had suddenly thrown him. Two months ago he had been at school at Nuncanton in the Vale of Exmoor; he had taken his home and his existence for granted, accepting it as unthinkingly as he drew breath. Now he was here among this family of strangers – related to him perhaps, for Uncle Joe was his mother’s brother-in-law – but still strangers, of a quantity and quality unknown.

    Anthony instantly took a liking for Perry, Uncle Joe’s brother. Uncle Perry was bigger and younger than the other man and had a jovial, rollicking air. He had strong black hair which he wore rather long, and a lock of it was inclined to fall across his forehead when he laughed. He had a plump fresh-complexioned face and roving black eyes. It was a face which might have belonged to a buccaneer.

    Joe made very little of the boy by way of greeting. He took his strange square pipe from a corner of his mouth and said, ‘Well, Anthony,’ and shook hands with a jerky gesture like someone turning the handle of a door, then put his pipe back in its corner. Anthony thought he looked not unkind but over-busy about his own concerns, which was natural in a man with a restaurant to supervise. Anthony felt that he ought to offer some thanks for the hospitality which was being extended to him, but by the time he could muster a sentence the opportunity had passed.

    Uncle Perry’s greeting was different. He said, ‘Houd vast, now; so we’ve taken another hand aboard. Greetings, boy! I could do with a second mate.’ He laughed as if he had made a joke and thrust back his hair and looked at Aunt Madge and laughed again.

    And Aunt Madge, earringed and small-featured and monumental, went on pouring tea.

    After the meal Anthony was left to wander about the building and to make himself at home. The building was old and ramshackle and as smoky as Joe himself. From the shop one went down five steps into the lower dining-room or up five steps into the one above. Both were square rooms with windows looking out upon the bay and very low black rafters which made tall men instinctively bend their heads. The one kitchen served both rooms by means of a manually operated dumb waiter. The family lived and fed mainly in this kitchen, but Mr and Mrs Veal had a private drawing-room next to their bedroom on the second floor. Besides these there was an office into which Joe retired from time to time and smoked his curious pipe and counted his gold.

    As the evening advanced customers began to come in. Fat brokers from the town who knew where there was a good meal, Chinese dock hands, captains of casual tramp steamers, sailors out with their girls, passing travellers, local clerks and apprentices, Belgian fishermen. They varied from week to week as one ship left the port and another put in.

    Anthony watched the rooms fill up in some astonishment. Everyone smoked, and very soon the atmosphere was thick and blue. Everyone talked and argued, and presently a man with one leg came in and sat in a corner and began to play an accordion. He did not play it loudly and the sound only just emerged from among the sea of voices, but there was something in the music which added a touch of colour to the room.

    The boy from Exmoor could not get over the fact that he had come to live in such a place, which to him seemed to be the height of the exotic, that his relatives owned and ran it. When Aunt Christine died two years ago his mother had come to Falmouth for the funeral. He could not understand why his mother had not come back to Nuncanton full of talk about this place.

    Two boys of about seventeen dressed in white coats did the waiting: Patricia superintended and sometimes helped out whichever boy was busiest. Through the fog of smoke Anthony perceived that she was tremendously popular in this company. There was pleasure in merely watching her weave a way among the crowded tables. Anthony did not reason that the charm and piquancy which at a glance had subjugated a boy of eleven would be likely to have the same effect on hardened, weather-beaten men of fifty or sixty; had the thought occurred to him he would have felt it disgusting that old men should have any feelings at all. But he enjoyed her popularity without analysis of its causes.

    There was great competition for her attention but no advantage taken of it when gained. Neither did it occur to the boy to see any connection between this good behaviour and the presence of the severe little man sitting in the shop with a carving knife.

    Later in the evening, when the smoke in the restaurant was making his eyes prick and water, and when the clamour of dish washing in the scullery was no longer a novelty, Anthony moved hesitatingly towards the shop, found a vantage point, and watched fascinated the procedure by which each customer chose and paid for the food he was to eat.

    In a lull Joe Veal saw the boy standing awkwardly in a corner, his rather scared, frank blue eyes taking everything in. He beckoned with a dripping carving fork, and Anthony came and stood by him and stared down at the almost empty dishes.

    ‘Why don’t you go to bed, boy? Too excited to be tired, I s’pose.’

    ‘I’ll go soon,’ said Anthony. ‘I thought perhaps you might want me. Do you – do you close soon?’

    Smoky Joe showed a row of small, yellow, false teeth of which one had been filed away to provide a suitable lodgment for his pipe. It was not so much like a smile as a display of a set of coins.

    ‘Close, boy? Not just yet awhile. In a trade like this you always have to remember you’re the servant of the public, see? Can’t just close and open when you want. Did Charlotte leave you any money?’

    Anthony blinked. ‘Mother? I don’t rightly know, Uncle. Mr Parks, the solicitor, said something, but I didn’t quite catch …’

    Smoky Joe’s pipe had a sudden downward curve an inch from his lip, and the queer, square bowl emitted smoke from opposite the top button of his waistcoat. He took this bent stem from his mouth and wiped his moustache with it.

    ‘Never trust lawyers. Scum of the earth. The law’s like a basket, full of holes; and it’s the lawyers’ job to find the holes and slip through them. Slippery, they are. There was one I knew in Java … This Parks, did he give you any money for yourself, eh?’

    ‘Yes,’ said Anthony, staring hard at the skeleton of a roast duck. ‘Three pounds he gave me before I left. He said that he had come to some arrangement with –’

    ‘Oh, some arrangement. Yes, some arrangement. That’s lawyer talk. We want more plates, Fanny! You’re slow with the plates! Lawyers are always coming to some arrangement.’ Uncle Joe fastened his terrier-like eyes on the boy. ‘Where is it?’

    ‘What?’

    ‘The three pounds the lawyer gave you. It isn’t safe for a boy of your age to carry sov’rins loose in your pocket. Might lose them. I’ll keep them for you.’

    Anthony hesitated. ‘There’s only two now. I had to pay my railway fare.’

    ‘Well, two, then,’ said Joe Veal, holding out a dry and scaly hand. All his skin looked dry and mottled as if the natural oil had long perished from it.

    Anthony felt in his jacket pocket and took out a purse. In it were two sovereigns, a shilling and a florin piece.

    ‘I’ll have those as well,’ said Uncle Joe, taking all the coins and slipping them into a deep recess of his greasy waistcoat. He puffed at his pipe and stared meditatively at the boy for a moment. ‘You’re a big fellow for your age. Going to be a big man, I reckon. Is your father big?’

    ‘Yes,’ said Anthony.

    ‘But, then, it don’t signify. Look at me, I’m small. Your aunt was small. But Pat’s shot up like a weed. Maybe we could make use of you in the restaurant, eh? How would you like that?’

    ‘I think I should like it,’ said Anthony. He put his empty purse back in his pocket.

    ‘Wait,’ said Joe. ‘Don’t ever let ’em say I was mean.’ He put down his carving knife, reluctantly it seemed, and pressed some keys of the automatic till. There was a ‘ping’ and the drawer shot open. He took out twelve pennies and handed them to Anthony. ‘There. That’s pocket money. That’ll do to buy sweets. You can spend that; different from a sov’rin. Make it last a month; then come to me for more.’ His expression changed and his moustache bristled as two smart young seamen came into the shop, and said, ‘Evenin’, Joe.’

    ‘No lamb,’ was his belligerent reply. ‘You’re too late. There’s a bit of beef left,’ he admitted reluctantly. ‘It’s tough.’

    Soon afterwards Anthony went to bed. He waved to Pat, who gave him a brief, brilliant, glinting smile which wanned his heart afresh; then he slowly climbed the two creaky flights of stairs and groped a way into the attic.

    There was no candle in the room, but darkness had only just fallen, and he could see what was necessary by the loom of light in the west and the glitter of the first stars. From his window he could see the lights of Flushing across the creek and all the winking eyes of the ships, big and small, riding at anchor in the roadstead. The lower window would not open, but through the upper one came the strong smell of seaweed and tidal mud.

    For a long time he knelt by the window absorbing the strangeness of the scene. He felt as if he were in a foreign land. But presently tiredness got the better of interest and he slowly undressed and said his prayers and climbed into bed. It was a large double bed, and once in it he was suddenly beset by loneliness and bereavement. Years ago he had slept in a bed like this, but beside him there had been the warmth and softness and all-including guardianship of his mother. Nothing then had been for him to do, to decide, to consider: it had been sufficient for him to be, to exist unthinkingly, in the aura of that loving, understanding, comforting protection.

    Now he was alone in an alien world.

    Much later he woke. He had been dreaming that someone was quarrelling violently, crying wild curses and threatening to come to blows. He had been dreaming too that someone played upon a piano and rough men sang jolly choruses. The sounds still seemed to echo in his ears.

    Pitch dark and there was no means of telling the time. A soft summer wind soughed across the estuary.

    He turned over and tried to go to sleep. Then a door banged and he sat up.

    Silence had fallen again. He lay in bed and wished he was not such a baby, that such a waking in the middle of the night should make his heart beat faster.

    Another door banged and there was the clatter of a pail. Then down in the very depths of the house, as if from the inmost recesses of its rickety old soul, someone began to sing:

    
      
        ‘They heard the Black Hunter! and dr-read shook each
      

      
        mind;
        

        Hearts sank that had never known fear-r;
        

        They heard the Black Hunter’s dr-read voice in the
      

      
        wind …’
      

    

    It was a man’s voice, quavering and drunken. Another door banged. Then came the sound of feet on the stairs.

    The attic was the only room on this floor; it was really built into the roof. But the feet were on the flight of stairs lower down.

    All the same Anthony wished there had been some means of locking his door.

    All the sounds in this house seemed to echo; due perhaps to the way in which it was built about the well of the staircase. Anthony could hear the over-careful feet stumble against one of the steps and the curse which followed.

    ‘Hearts sank that had never known fear-r. (Rot and blast the thing! Who left it lying about?)

    
      
        ‘They heard the Black Hunter’s dr-read voice in the
      

      
        wind!
        

        They heard his cursed hell-hounds run yelping behind!
        

        An’ his steed thundered loud on the ear …’
      

    

    Presently the drunken voice died away and silence reigned. In the distance the siren of a ship hooted. After a long time Anthony felt his muscles relax, and drowsiness crept quietly over him like an unreliable friend.

    Later still he was awakened by hearing someone being violently sick.





    
      Chapter Three
    

    Daylight brought a more homely aspect to his new domicile. From his window he saw that the tide was out, and many of the little boats loafed on their elbows in the mud. Seagulls crossed and recrossed the sky, flying lonely and remote as a cloud, wings scarcely moving, or suddenly darting down and fighting in a screaming, undignified pack for some morsel which one of their number had found. Two lighted on the flat end of the roof immediately below the attic window and side-stepped warily along to the corner piece. In the distance a small tramp steamer moved lazily out to sea.

    Last night he had not put the twelve pennies Uncle Joe had given him into his purse, and this morning when he came to put on his trousers they fell out of his pocket with a clatter and rolled in all directions about the room. One had rolled beneath the bed and he pulled away the strip of carpet to get at it. As he retrieved it he was surprised to see a cork embedded in the floorboards.

    Interested, he lifted up the valance and wriggled further under the bed amid the dust and fluff. Then he took out his penknife and with very little difficulty was able to pull the cork out. He put his eye to the hole which resulted and found himself looking down into the room below.

    A small room, with a desk and a filing cabinet and an armchair. There was a pile of letters on the desk and newspapers and magazines on a chair. Tacked to the door was a nautical calendar.

    He was suddenly afraid of being surprised in this prying position; he felt that someone was just about to enter his bedroom and find him there; he thrust back the cork and replaced the carpet and hurriedly resumed dressing.

    When he went downstairs it was still early but he found Aunt Madge up and swatting flies. She seemed to have a particular aversion for them, for there were six flypapers hung about the kitchen. She was dressed in a pink kimono with lace and frills and ruches and long sleeves of which the wide lace cuffs were stained with bacon grease. On her head was a pink lace cap.

    She looked at him from above her chins and evidently recognised him.

    ‘Ah,’ she said. ‘ You slept? Fanny’s late. You could get … sticks for the fire.’

    Under directions Anthony went out upon the stone-paved quay, which was directly accessible from the kitchen door, and found a pile of driftwood and an axe. He began to chop up the wood. This was a job to which he could bring some skill, for he had always done it at home, though with good stately logs to work on, not miserable chunks of deal and pine, many of them half rotten with worm. He came on one spar which split into pieces at the first stroke and he found it honeycombed inside like a model of the catacombs. This idea so interested him that he went down on his knees to trace the burro wings more closely; and he was still there when Patricia came out.

    ‘Good morning, Anthony. Did you sleep well? Have you got some sticks? Madge seems to be in one of her moods this morning.’

    She was wearing a pretty black and white striped apron drawn in at the waist with a big bow at the back, over a simple high-necked blouse and dark skirt.

    ‘Look at this,’ he said. ‘ Isn’t it pretty? What’s made it like this?’

    ‘Barnacles. Haven’t you ever seen them?’

    ‘No.’

    ‘They’re big black worms with heads like mussel-shells and long ferny red tongues. The sort of thing you see in a nightmare. But Madge’Il start reading you a sermon if she doesn’t get her fire soon.’

    Breakfast was a feminine meal. Neither Perry nor Joe put in an appearance. Little Fanny arrived down red-eyed and weary as the meal was about to begin, and Anthony saw what Aunt Madge’s sermon was like when directed at someone else.

    She did not show any signs of anger. Seated in immobile serenity with a cup of tea steered unerringly from time to time to the plump little opening from which emerged so much sound, she talked on and on at Fanny in a pained rather hoarse voice with majesty and persistence. Sometimes she put an H in front of a word to give extra emphasis. Having said what she had to say, she shook her earrings, adjusted her pince-nez, and started anew. Finally Fanny burst into tears and went breakfastless to brush out the upper restaurant.

    At this Aunt Madge turned up her eyes as if in surprise at a rebuff, and poured herself another cup of tea. She had a peculiar habit of putting her eyes away under her small lids as if she were withdrawing them for inner consultation.

    ‘Girls,’ she said to nobody. ‘Difficult. Can’t reason with. Hi try to be patient, to lead …

    Anthony was kept busy all the morning. Uncle Joe appeared, wizened and sallow, about eleven, Uncle Perry, dark-eyed and plump-faced and laughing, an hour later. Before lunch Anthony went shopping with Patricia. When it was done she hired a landau and took the boy along the sea front, past the new houses shining in the sun. The ride was in the best possible style. Pat prudently dismissed the landau a hundred yards or so from JOE VEAL’S and they reached home in time for the midday meal.

    Mrs Veal clearly suspected that they had been up to no good; she went round and round the subject while she was dishing out the stew, but they gave her no satisfaction. Finally Uncle Perry diverted her by launching into a long account of what had happened to him once in the Barbados, and Patricia caught her cousin’s eye and winked.

    The Barbados story went on indefinitely. At least, thought Anthony, Aunt Madge can cook. I shan’t starve in this house. ‘Yes,’ he said to Uncle Perry, with his mouth full. ‘No,’ he said, taking another piece of home-made bread to wipe up the gravy. And, ‘Fancy,’ he said, leaning back and wondering if the pudding would be as good.

    ‘Fanny,’ said Aunt Madge, and waved an ostentatious hand. ‘See, if Mr Veal …’ She smoothed down the geometrical frills of her yellow silk blouse and adjusted her pince-nez to look at Patricia. ‘Hubby called this morning.’

    For the first time Anthony saw the girl’s face lose its soft contours; colour moved across her neck and cheeks.

    ‘What did he want?’ Her voice was brittle and calm.

    ‘Wanted to see you, of course. I told him you weren’t … Pity, I think.’ She glanced at the plate Fanny had brought back. ‘Mr Veal hasn’t eaten …’

    ‘Mr Veal says he don’t want any pudding, mum. An’ he says two Roast Porks have gone upstairs, an’ these are the plates.’

    ‘I’ll do them,’ said Pat, rising. It seemed as if she welcomed the opportunity of movement.

    Anthony was served with steaming hot lemon pudding with treacle sauce. For the moment he could not touch it.

    Patricia returned to the table. ‘If he thinks I’m going back,’ she said, still in the same brittle voice, ‘he’s mistaken.’

    Anthony slowly moved his eyes to her left hand. On the third finger there was a gold ring.

    ‘Think you ought,’ said Mrs Veal. ‘Marriage vows. Taking these things lightly.’

    Patricia poured herself some water. ‘It’s my own life, and I – don’t want to live it with him. Why should I always go on paying for one mistake?’

    ‘Hi don’t approve.’ Anthony suddenly found himself under Mrs Veal’s gaze. Her pince-nez had slipped a little and her eyes were looking over the top like unmuzzled guns. ‘Not eating pudding. Young boys not saucy.’

    He hastened to eat several mouthfuls. Hours he had been in Pat’s company and never noticed that ring. It shouldn’t have made any difference, but in fact just at the moment it seemed as if nothing would ever be the same again. He was suffering the shock of broken puppy dreams.

    ‘Three weeks,’ said Aunt Madge. ‘No time. After a good trial…’

    ‘What did he say?’

    ‘He said, “Good morning, Mrs Veal,” he said, “I want to see Patricia.” Into the kitchen quite sudden. The pork. Almost burned. “Marriage vows,” I said. “ Mr Harris, I don’t approve. Made in the sight of God.” ’

    ‘You’d no business to take his side against me,’ Patricia said quietly. ‘You shouldn’t have given him encouragement.’

    ‘There, there,’ said Uncle Perry. ‘It isn’t as if anyone was going to make you go back.’

    ‘I don’t see why they should try,’ Pat said mutinously.

    ‘More pudding, Perry,’ said Aunt Madge. ‘Manners at the table …’ Her chins went up and down as she ate some cheese. ‘Those flies. In from the river.’

    ‘Marriage should be like it is in the Pacific Islands,’ said Uncle Perry. ‘If you fancy someone there you just have a tribal dance.’ He laughed infectiously.

    ‘Perry … Please.’

    Uncle Perry winked at Anthony and pushed his lank black hair away from his brow. It was the second wink Anthony had received that meal, but he no longer felt in a mood to appreciate them. When Patricia pushed the cheese across to him he refused it. He felt terribly uncomfortable and his cheeks were burning. When at last he could get away he went straight out to the woodpile and spent all the afternoon in the hot sun chopping firewood.

    Presently Uncle Perry came out and sat on a mooring stone and watched him, and after a while began to talk.

    Perry Veal was a good story-teller with an eye for picturesque detail and the slightly suggestive phrase. In spite of himself Anthony at last laid down his axe and sat beside the dark man listening with his ears and blue eyes open wide. More than half the allusions were lost on him, but that made his interest all the more intent. Here before him was a man who knew everything in the world that was worth knowing, and the boy would have given a lot to have understood all the sly nods and oblique references which as often as not made up the point of a story. He felt as some men do when an after-dinner speaker persists in concluding all his bawdy stories in French.

    But he learned much, and in the process temporarily forgot the tragedy of this afternoon when the sweet green shoot of his first romantic attachment had been broken off and trampled in the dust. He remembered it again only when Uncle Perry lit his short black ‘nose-warmer’ and began to tell a story of a friend of his who had married a native queen in Patagonia.

    ‘Four feet six broad she was, boy; handsome arms and shoulders; a fine figure of a woman. Well, there’s not much a native queen don’t know about marriage, you can take it from me.’ He drew at his pipe with a wet sucking noise, then spat over the side.

    ‘Cousin Pat never told me she was married,’ Anthony blurted out, committing the impropriety of interrupting his uncle in full spate. ‘When was she married? What’s her husband? Don’t they get on?’

    ‘Eh? What’s that?’ Perry’s winking dark eyes grew vague. He took his pipe from his mouth and stared at it, then knocked out the contents upon the palm of his hand. This black half-burned tobacco he rolled again into a ball between his palms and thrust it back into the bowl of his pipe. Then he blew away the ash, took a little fresh tobacco and pushed it down on top of the old. He struck a match and the wet sucking process began afresh. ‘Pat. Oh, Pat.’ He laughed. ‘She’s fickle, boy. A little filly who doesn’t know what she really wants, see?’ He nodded and sucked and his black hair fell across his brow. ‘At that age, boy, they’re nervous. Not properly broken in, as you might say; mettlesome. First touch of the bridle and they’re up and away. But she’s tasted flesh. She’ll go back one day. Once they’ve tasted flesh, they always go back to it. That’s what the tiger does, boy. In Madras; when I was in Madras in ’91 –’

    ‘Who is he, her husband?’ the boy persisted. ‘Have you seen him?’

    ‘Seen him? Of course I’ve seen him. He’s a lawyer from Penryn. They were only married in April. Couple of little budgerigars inching up to each other on the same twig. Sweet, they were. Little love birds. Then they were married. She went to live in Penryn. Handsome house, money no object. Eating off silver. Then of a sudden she comes home all of a sweat, nostrils quivering. “Go back?” she say. “Not I!” ’ Uncle Perry’s pipe had gone out again. ‘ Little filly … Wants breaking in, that’s all. She’ll go back.’

    At that moment they heard the subject under discussion calling them to tea. Anthony felt he had that afternoon become an adult. Never before had he been admitted to the confidences of a man. He was tremendously grateful to Uncle Perry for being treated as an equal. The enormous mysteries of life bulked large in the hot June sun. All the same he felt that Perry had gone over the mark in his talk of Patricia. As he sat at tea with the family all his admiration for the charm and prettiness of the girl filled him afresh.

    The evening passed much as the previous one had done. Feeling more at home, the boy began to make himself useful, and during the evening rush hour his quick legs were a help. Recovering from the shock of dinner time he set himself whenever possible to help Patricia. The fleeting smiles that she gave him were sufficient reward. She was not so vivacious as the previous evening, and it was evident to the boy that her husband’s visit had upset her.

    The fact that the unknown man was a lawyer made Anthony think of someone like Mr Parks, who was thin and grey-bearded and dry and talked through his nose. The idea that this beautiful fresh young girl should have tied herself for life to such a creature, covered with the dust of the law, appalled him. For the first time in his life his inquiring mind turned upon the subject of divorce. He resolved to ask Uncle Perry. Uncle Perry would be sure to know not only all about divorce in this country but also in Asia, Africa and the South Sea Islands.


OEBPS/images/ForgottenStory.jpg
FORGOTTEN
Lol





OEBPS/toc.xhtml



    
      
		Cover



		Title page


		Contents


		Prologue


		Book 1
		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






    		Book 2
		Chapter Seventeen


		Chapter Eighteen


		Chapter Nineteen


		Chapter Twenty


		Chapter Twenty One


		Chapter Twenty Two


		Chapter Twenty Three


		Chapter Twenty Four






    		Epilogue


    
            
      
		About the Author


		Copyright page


    
    





Guide



			Cover


			Title page


			Contents


			 Chapter One









OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





