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BOOK ONE


My Darling Daughter



 





1


 

On the eve of her seventh birthday Annabella Lagrange learned that it was wrong for men to ask for a penny a day more for twelve hours' work down a coal mine and also that because of such wrongdoing they were deprived of food and shelter. But she also learned on that day that it was right for her father to take all the clothes off a strange lady, bathe her, then feed her with strawberries.

 

Redford Hall was situated in the County of Durham, six miles from Newcastle and five miles from South Shields, or Jarrow, depending on which path you took at the crossroads. Its grounds extended to sixty acres, ten of which were given over to pleasure gardens, the remainder to the home farm.

The Hall itself was comprised of two separate houses, the Old Hall and the House. The Old Hall had been built in 1640 of blocks of quarried stone and contained only twelve rooms. The House was built in 1780 of red bricks and timber. It had twenty-six rooms spread over three floors. A long, broad gallery connected the two buildings, its west wall being made up of six arched windows set in deep bays. These overlooked the west drive and gave a panoramic view of the gardens beyond. Below the gallery was a small chapel that had been attached to the Hall.

On wet or cold days Annabella was allowed to play in the gallery. Her favorite game was to run the length of it, from the door which led out of the House to that which led into the Old Hall. When she reached this door, she would throw herself against its black oak face, her arms spread wide as if in an embrace, and like that she would listen for as long as she dared, for she was never alone in the gallery—Watford or old Alice was always present. Sometimes she heard her father's voice calling loudly to Constantine. Sometimes she heard him laughing. She loved to hear him laughing. Once she had fallen on her back when the door was pulled open and the half-caste valet, with his negroid features set on pale skin, had come through balancing a great silver tray laden with breakfast dishes.

Never, not once, had she been past that door. In her prayers at night she sometimes asked God to perform a kind of miracle that would transport her to the other side of the oak door. Of late she had begun to imagine what she would find on the other side, and her imagery always showed her pictures of brightness, color and gaiety.

It was a source of questionable comfort to her that she wasn't the only one who never passed through the black oak door, for her mama never went into the Old Hall, nor any of the servants from the House except Reeves, the first footman, and the second footman, Faill. She did not consider Constantine as belonging to the House because he lived in the Old Hall; he did not even eat in the kitchen with the others.

Her papa spent a lot of time in the Hall. He slept and ate there, except when they had company in the House like Uncle James and Aunt Emma; but then they only came to dinner and never stayed overnight; it was only her papa's friends who stayed overnight. Her papa laughed a lot and was very happy when he had his friends staying with him, but at these times her mama did not even smile. She couldn't say herself that she liked the times when her papa had his friends around him, because at these times he drank a lot and raced the horses over the fells, and they came back sweating. The last time, one poor horse had hurt its leg and they had shot it in the yard, and she had seen them do it. It was on a day when her mama had gone across the park to visit Grandma.

Watford had taken her up into the attics and into her room, and Watford's window overlooked the yard, and that was how she had seen the horse. She had screamed.

Mrs. Page, the housekeeper, had beaten Watford over the head and she herself had cried all the more because of that. Mrs. Page had then said to her, “Now, we won't upset your mama by telling her about that horse, will we?”

She had replied obediently, “No, Mrs. Page,” while at the same time knowing that the housekeeper was not so concerned about her mama learning about the horse as about Watford's taking her into her room during the time she should have been resting in the nursery.

Things were never the same in the house when her mama was out; the servants acted differently. They walked much slower and they laughed when they passed each other on the stairs. And it was a sure sign that her mama was out when Ada Rawlings put her head round the nursery door, for then she and Watford would whisper together; and sometimes they would put their heads on each other's shoulders and giggle.

No one giggled or laughed when her mama was about. Yet her mama never raised her voice; she never shouted as Papa did. But then ladies never shouted; only men and servants raised their voices. She loved her mama, and her mama loved her. Even when her mama's love wasn't demonstrated by a quick, tight embrace or a kiss in secret she knew she was enveloped in her love. Yet her mama wasn't happy. Even when they walked hand in hand along the crisscross path in the big wood she knew she wasn't happy, and this hurt her. When she lay awake at nights thinking her strange and wonderful thoughts, she tried to devise ways which would make her mama happy.

The house was different today because her mama had ridden out very early, accompanied by old Alice. She had gone to Durham to visit Uncle James and Aunt Emma. The visit was in some way connected with Papa because she had witnessed the unusual sight of her parents' walking down the main staircase together at the early hour of eight-thirty. Her papa had not been downstairs for over a week because his hip was hurting after a fall from a horse, but with the aid of a stick he was descending the stairs. She stood still until they crossed the wide hall and disappeared into the porch, then she flew along the landing, down a corridor and burst into the gallery, and from the last window, where she pressed her face to the glass, she was just in time to see her papa handing her mama up into the coach.

When she returned to the nursery, Watford wasn't there, but this she didn't mind in the least because being left entirely alone was the one compensation her mama's absence afforded.

The last time her mama had been away for a day she had been alone for a full half-hour; it was a wonderful experience, so much so that she had imagined she was someone else; she had just sat and thought her thoughts with no one to say, “Miss Annabella. Miss Annabella. Miss Annabella.”

When Watford returned to the nursery on that particular occasion she had been accompanied by her friend Ada Rawlings, and she had pointed toward Annabella, saying under her breath, “There, what did I tell you, she hasn't moved.” And then she had said loudly, “All right, Miss Annabella?” And to this she had answered, “Yes, Watford, thank you.” The two girls had then gone into the day room and continued to talk, but again under their breath, yet she could hear everything they said distinctly. She did not know that her hearing was acute, nor did they, and so she had heard Ada Rawlings say, “Sitting there like an old woman dreaming of her Egypt.” And she had pondered this saying. What was dreaming of her Egypt? She knew about Egypt. Mama had come to it in the history lesson. Egypt was a place of sand and stone; the stone things were graves called pyramids and the great stretches of sand were called desert. She was very interested in sand because her papa was interested in sand. You couldn't make glass without sand, he said.

Then Watford and Rawlings had gone on to talk about “the hoppings.” They didn't lower their voices very much when they were talking about the hoppings, and the switchbacks, cakewalks, roundabouts, and fisticuff bouts. They always giggled a lot when they talked about the hoppings. One day at the beginning of last month nearly all the staff had gone to the hoppings in Newcastle; they had been driven away on flat carts. Her mama and she had watched them from the gallery window as they drove down the east drive. Her papa, too, had gone to the hoppings, but he had gone, as usual, in his carriage down the west drive. She had asked her mama what a hopping was and her mama had explained that it was a race meeting surrounded by a fair, and she had asked her, “Will I ever go to a hopping?” and her mama had answered quietly, “No, dear; you will never go to a hopping.”

She had felt a little sorry about this because for days she had felt a sort of excitement running through the house, and all because of the hoppings. Everybody seemed to be happy at the thought of the hoppings, everybody that is except Alice, and Harris, and Mrs. Page, and the cook, because they, like her mama, were excluded from going to the hoppings.

The day after the hoppings, Rawlings had talked about Cargill putting his arms about her and kissing her. Cargill must love Rawlings. She conjured up a mental picture of Cargill, and she couldn't imagine anyone loving him in return, not even Rawlings.

She was sitting finishing her breakfast when Watford came in, again accompanied by Ada Rawlings, and Watford, looking at her, said, “That's a good girl”; then turning to her friend she added, “She's seven the morrow.”

“My! there's an age.” Ada Rawlings nodded her round, red face toward her. “Do you feel seven, Miss Annabella?”

“I don't know, Rawlings.”

“What you goin' to get for your birthday?”

Again she said, “I don't know yet, Rawlings.”

“You will tonight when your mama comes back, I expect.”

“Yes, Rawlings.”

Rawlings nodded at her; then, answering a jerk from Watford's head, she followed her friend into the day room, and Annabella sat listening to their conversation, and although she didn't understand the underlying meaning of what they said, their words troubled her. It was Ada Rawlings who asked, “What's she gone for in such a stew?”

“Your guess's as good as mine; there's only one thing, money.”

“Do you think she'll get it?”

“With her uncle hating him as he does, not a hope.”

“But it's her own money, isn't it?”

“Aye, it might be, but her uncle's her trustee and will be for another two years. When she's thirty she'll get it—what's left of it.”

“You know, Betty, I'm sorry for her at times—you never see her smile. I've been in this house four years an' I've never seen that woman smile.”

“Well, it's her own fault; she should never have taken him on, not a fellow like him. He wanted somebody who'd stand up to him. Anyhow, she should have had the sense to know he wasn't marrying her for her looks, or even as a bed warmer.”

The two girls began to giggle, and Annabella, who had been staring toward the partly open door, bowed her head and looked down on the breakfast tray, which held a miniature silver coffee service and fragile china. When she next lifted her head it was to the words, “How many do you think he's had?” This was followed by another laugh and Watford's saying, “You askin' me that, and I can only count up to ten!”

“It's a week since he was out, isn't it?”

“Aye, but you saw he managed the stairs this mornin', didn't he?”

“Aye, I know that, but it cost him something. His face was gray. He should have that hip seen to.”

“Well, he did, didn't he? An' the doctor said rest. That's all you can do for sprained sinews, rest; but fancy him restin', huh! He must be feeling like a caged lion in there.”

“It's a wonder he hasn't had his pals over, especially young Rosier. He's quite a lad.”

“Well, I'd say this mornin's trip is the reason why he's behaved hisself. He wanted her to dip into the coffers again, and although she's quiet like, she's stubborn. Oh, aye. Under that ‘Come to Jesus’ look she's as stubborn as a mule. But oh, if she only knew the half, there'd be some kickin'. Still, what the eyes don't see the heart don't grieve over, so they say.”

“Aye, that's what they say, and, God Almighty, it's a good job she can't see everything he gets up to. But you know something, Betty; give me him any day in the week afore her. I'd rather have a bawling out from him than one look from her. And that's what John says an' all. He says he'd rather have a kick in the arse than a hunk of scripture cake any day. He can't stand the damned daily prayers; he says you should be left to make your own mind up for or against.”

“Well, he would think like that, wouldn't he: He'd be a hypocrite if he didn't, with the tricks he's been up to. It's a wonder he isn't picked up by the police every time he enters Shields.”

“Oh, aye, you're right there. You know, I just thought the other Sunday when I saw the master takin' his place in the pew, I thought, Eeh! God, but you've got a nerve, 'cause John had just told me five minutes afore that he'd driven one home at four o'clock in the mornin'; he was dead beat and in no good mood else he wouldn't have told me. He doesn't tell me everything, you know.…Just as well.”

Something about this part of the conversation made Annabella rise from the table and push her chair roughly back, and the sound brought the girls to the door, and Watford asked, “You finished, miss?”

“Yes, Watford, thank you.”

“You go into the schoolroom and read for a bit and then I'll take you for a walk when the weather clears.”

“I'd rather go into the gallery.”

Watford paused for a moment, then said, “All right. But mind, just sit still, no runnin' about or playin' games until I come. Don't go past the end window, understand?”

“Yes, Watford.”

“Turn round and I'll take your pinafore off.”

Obediently Annabella turned round and Watford undid the silk ribbons at the back of the neck and at the waist; then she ran a comb through the long brown hair, while saying to her friend, “If you don't comb it practically every hour, it gets full of knots.”

“You have lovely hair, Miss Annabella.” Ada Rawlings bent down toward the child and spoke in a loud voice as if to someone deaf, and Annabella replied politely, “Yes, Rawlings,” then after a moment added, as her mother had taught her to do even when talking to servants, “Thank you.”

“There you are,” said Watford. “Go and get your book, and mind what I told you.”

“Yes, Watford.”

As she went into the schoolroom, she paused a moment and heard Ada Rawlings say, “Biddable, isn't she?”

“Aye, too biddable; it isn't natural.”

“Do you think she carries anything?”

“No. Give her her due, I've never known her to carry a tale. An' she must hear things at times she can't help. An' bet your life, if she did say anything about me, I'd know it from madam. By. Aye.…Oh, she's no trouble. As I said afore, the job'd be clover, Ada, except for the feelin' that's about, you know, when the mistress is home. It's just as if somebody's died when she's in.”

“Well, the funeral's over for the day; let's make the best of it.”

“Aye, you've said it. An' by God, here's one that's going to. There's only dear Auntie Page to keep a weather eye open for, and between us we should manage her.”

Annabella could still hear their giggling when she reached the end of the corridor. She stood for a while on the landing. The house seemed very quiet. Mrs. Page would be at breakfast with the butler in her room. The rest of the staff would be eating in the kitchen. She was alone, and she might be alone for most of the day. The prospect brought the strange feeling into her body again, a feeling that made it light and happy, a feeling that urged her to lift her feet high from the ground, to jump and run, and even shout.

As the clock in the hall boomed nine she entered the gallery. The rain had stopped and the June sun was flooding the place with light. The binding of the books in the glass cases that lined the long wall stood out like freshly ironed velvets and satins, and this morning she was drawn immediately to them and not toward the windows. All the cases were locked. When she had asked why, her mama had said it was because most of the books were about the history and making of glass and were irreplaceable.

But all the books weren't about glass. She had stood on the library steps and read titles out loud to show her mama how clever she was. The plays and sonnets of William Shakespeare. Who was William Shakespeare?

He was a playwright and poet, her mama had said, but his writings were much too old for her yet.

Paradise Lost.

How had paradise come to be lost, Mama?

It was because the gentleman had done wrong. When people did wrong, they lost the good things in life. The more you read your Bible, the more you will come to understand it.

She had brought her Bible with her today and also her French book. Her mama wrote her a little letter in French every day and she wrote one back to her. She had already read this morning's letter. It began: “Mon cher enfant,” then said simply, “I wish you a happy day, your loving Mama.”

Before her mama had left her this morning she had set her a lesson for today. It was to try to translate parts of the “scripture cake” into French. It didn't matter how many mistakes she made, she said. But she didn't suppose she would make many because she was so good at French.

She and mama spoke in French quite a lot. She couldn't remember a time when they hadn't conversed in French. Nor could she remember a time when she hadn't been able to read or write. Her mama said she was a very clever girl.

She now took out a card from the front of her Bible. The card was headed “SCRIPTURE CAKE” and below were the following ingredients:


4 1/2 cups I Kings 4:22.

1 1/2 cups Judges 5:25, last clause.

2 cups Jeremiah 6:20, 2nd item.

2 cups I Sam. 30:12, do.

2 cups Nahum 3:12.

1 cup Numbers 17:8.

1/2 cup Judges 4:19, last clause.

2 tablespoonsful I Sam. 14:25.

Season to taste, II Chron. 9:9.

Six of Jeremiah 17:11.

A pinch of Leviticus 2:13.

Two tablespoonsful Amos 4:5 (B. powder).

 

Follow Solomon's prescription for making a good girl (Prov. 23:14) and you will have a good cake.



And so taking her seat on the velvet-padded sill that ran the length of the five windows she began to translate:

I Kings 4:22 read: “And Solomon's provision for one day was thirty measures of fine flour, and threescore measures of meal.” Then she translated Judges 5:25, and omitting the first clause—“He asked water, and she gave him milk”—she translated the last one, “she brought forth butter in a lordly dish.”

She had reached Samuel when Watford came into the gallery. “You all right, Miss Annabella?”

“Yes, Watford, thank you.”

“Would you like anything? A cake? Cook's made some lovely meringues.”

“Thank you, Watford; I'll have some with my milk.”

With sudden, strange tenderness Watford ran her hand over the long brown hair, then said, “Very good, miss.”

Watford could be nice at times. When she was happy, she could be very nice. Why weren't people always happy?

The black oak door at the far end of the gallery opened and brought her head jerking round to see Constantine entering with a great bundle of soiled linen tied up in a sheet. As he passed her he smiled widely in her direction, saying, “Mornin', missie.”

“Good-morning, Constantine.”

Constantine always smiled at her and spoke to her. She liked Constantine, but this was something she had to keep to herself because her mama didn't like the black man. She called him a black man, but it was only his hair that was really black.

After Constantine had returned and disappeared through the black oak door again and Watford had brought her milk and meringue, there unfolded in her a feeling that was quite the reverse of that which she had experienced when she entered the gallery. It was a dull, listless, heavy feeling. She did not put the name of boredom to it; she only knew she didn't like it and that it made her lose interest in her lessons. It made her look out of the window, even stand on the sill to get a better view. She was doing this when she saw the children.

She knew they were children because they didn't look the size of gardeners, more the size of rabbits, and like rabbits that had been startled, they kept disappearing into the hedge that bordered the orchard. When they were lost to her sight, she whispered aloud, “Oh, let them come back.” She hadn't seen any children since her cousin Stephen had come to dinner, and that was weeks ago. But Stephen wasn't children, he was quite grown-up; he was fourteen and went away to school, and he slept there, too. That must be very exciting, she had said to him, and he had laughed. She liked her cousin Stephen, she liked him very much. He had gentle ways, very much like those of Mama. Mama said his father, her only brother, who had died, had been like Stephen, gentle in everything he did, and she had added that God always took those he loved when they were young.

But now here were real children, right here in the garden. Swiftly she jumped down from the sill, ran along to the end of the gallery nearest the oak door, and from a shelf attached to a bookcase she lifted from its stand the spy glass. The spy glass wasn't forbidden her; sometimes her mama said, “Would you like to play with the spy glass?” and looking through it, she had brought the birds on the far trees right up to the gallery windows. And so now, clambering back onto the sill, she supported the heavy long glass against her right eye; then, closing her left, she focused on the orchard. And then she saw them, the children, quite plainly, as if they were in the court below. There were two girls and a boy and they were all without stockings. She couldn't see if they had shoes on because their feet were buried in the grass. But the girls' dresses were short and ragged, hanging just below their knees, and the boy had one trouser leg longer than the other.

The glass became so heavy that she had to lower it from her eye. When she next looked through it, she saw the smaller girl ramming strawberries into her mouth. She didn't seem to be stopping to take out the stalks, just pulling them from the plant and ramming them into her mouth. But the boy was piling them into his cap, then emptying them into the bigger girl's pinafore. As she watched them, there returned to her the nice feeling, and she wanted to jump, jump right from the sill, over the gardens and the lake, right into the strawberry field that bordered the orchard.

How long would it take her if she ran all the way from the side door? Five minutes perhaps, less if she ran by the middens. But she wasn't allowed to go down by the middens; even Watford had forbidden her to go down that path when they were playing hide and seek; yet it would cut the distance by half and she could say hello to those children and be back here within a very short time.

Without stopping to consider further, she was out of the gallery and running down the long corridor; she paused before crossing the landing, but there was no one in sight, and then she was going down the back staircase. She had come to know the back staircase during those periods when her mama was absent from the house, for then Watford used it as a shortcut to the kitchen.

She paused before opening the door that led into the side courtyard. When cautiously she peered round it, there was no one in the yard, only the sound of voices coming from the stables at the far end. Her feet, as if borne on wings, carried her through the archway and down the pagoda walk, at the end of which she swung left and through a narrow opening and onto a pathway that led in one direction to the middens, in the other back to the main courtyard.

The middens turned out to be a series of big holes in the ground and a number of mounds, and she knew as she passed them why the place was forbidden her. She nipped her nose and put her head down and ran on until she came to the stream which took the overflow from the pools, and which, until twenty years ago when the well was sunk, had been the main source of water supply for the Hall. Once across the stream, she ran up the steep incline, and on reaching the top she paused a moment and looked down. And then she saw them. They were no longer picking the strawberries but sitting under the hedge eating them as fast as they could.

She did not want to startle them, so she kept on the other side of the hedge until she came to the orchard; then going through the same gap by which they had entered the field, she made her presence known to them by simply standing and smiling at them over the distance.

The result of the apparition on the three children had differing effects. It made the boy dive headfirst into the hawthorn thicket in an effort to escape. It made the smaller girl cry out, “Ma! Ma!” But it reduced the older girl into a fear-filled trance from which she neither spoke nor moved, only stared unblinking at the silk-clad, ribbon-bedecked girl of her own age.

“Do…do you like strawberries?” The voice and what it said stopped the boy's struggling limbs; it stopped the child crying; and it caused the elder girl to come slowly out of her trance.

“May I help you to pick some?”

“Whoyou?”

She was well accustomed to the Northern idiom, but she had difficulty in making out what the girl was saying. Then the boy was standing up making the question plainer. “You from here?”

“You mean, do I live here? Yes.” She inclined her head politely toward them. “My name is Annabella Lagrange.”

The boy and the girl looked at each other; then the boy, looking at Annabella again, said in thick, guttural tones, “You say we can pick some?”

“Yes, yes, of course, as many as you want. They get sick of them, I mean the servants. Watford says they feed them to the pigs.” She smiled widely. It was nice talking to someone of her own age.

When the three pairs of eyes continued to stare at her, she said, “I would help you but I have to get back; I'm doing my lessons.” That was a better explanation than saying she was afraid that Watford would miss her.

when they didn't speak, she asked, “Where are you from?”

The boy and the girl again exchanged glances before the boy answered, “Rosier's village.”

“Oh, Mr. Rosier's village. Oh, I've driven through there. My papa knows Mr. Rosier.”

“Aye, we do an' all.” This retort came quickly and with such bitterness that it turned the boy's voice into that of a man and it stilled the happy feeling inside her; and she stared back into their eyes and after a moment asked, “Are you hungry?”

And now it was the girl who replied, “Yes, miss, all the time. They're on strike and we've been turned out; the Irish are in.”

She couldn't quite follow this. The only thing of which she was aware was that the three faces that were looking at her were hungry faces. She had never glimpsed such faces before; even when she went out in the carriage with her mama and had seen poor people, they hadn't looked as these children looked. She said now quietly, “If you Went up to the house and asked cook, I'm sure she would give you something to eat.”

The boy's voice came again, thick, bitter and hesitant now. “You can't go nowhere near that back door unless you've got a penny.”

“A penny?”

“Aye, the bits 'ave got to be paid for there; an' we haven't got no money, now.”

When she moved a step nearer to them, they backed as one toward the hedge, and she said, “You mean you have to give cook a penny before she will give you any food?”

“Aye, that's what I mean, scraps.”

She said now slowly, “I have my dinner at three o'clock, but I've got to rest after; could you come back at half-past four and I will bring you some of it?”

When they didn't answer her, she said, “If I'm very late and you can't wait, I could put it”—she looked around, then pointed to the hedge where the boy had tried to get through—“in there. I would wrap it in a napkin. But I've got to go now.” She paused and looked from one to the other. “Good-bye.”

Not one of them spoke and she turned from them and went through the gap and up the incline and down the other side, past the stream and the sewers, and entered the house by the way she had left. But she hadn't run one step of the distance, and she didn't mind if anyone saw her or not; but she met no one until she opened the gallery door, and then she saw Watford.

Watford was standing with her hands cupping her face and staring toward the oak door at the far end of the room. And now she turned toward her and she jumped and was as startled as the children had been at the sight of her, and then she had her hands on her shoulders as if she were going to shake her, but instead she gasped, “Where did you get to?”

Her mama said it was wrong to tell a lie. If you couldn't speak the truth, you had to be silent. But this was an occasion when she couldn't speak the truth nor yet could she be silent. This was an occasion for—what was that word?—diplomacy. “I went to the closet,” she said, “and then I wanted another book.” It was better to give two places. “I'm sorry I've worried you.”

“You went to the closet by yourself? Are you clean?” Watford pulled her round a little and looked at the back of her dress as if seeking for evidence.

“Of course, Watford.” There was a slight note of indignation in the reply, and Watford smiled, drew in a deep breath and said, “Of course you would be, you're a good girl. But eeh! I was worried. I just couldn't find you. I went to the classroom an' to the nursery an' you weren't there.”

“I—I came round the long corridor. I like to look at the pictures there.” Once started on this diplomacy, it was quite easy. One had only to be—what was that other word?—inventive. She said now, “Do you think I could have another meringue, Watford, please? Or perhaps two?”

“Oh lor', miss, yes. Aye, of course. I'll go and get them right away; cook'll be over the moon 'cause you like them.”

Annabella now said, “Please tell cook I like them very much. And—and, Watford, if—if there's an apple or any fruit, I would like some; it's a long time until dinner.”

“Why, miss—” Watford bent down and looked into her face as she said, “I'll bring you anything you want. Would you like a tray?”

“Oh yes, Watford. Thank you very much.”

A few minutes later Watford, her hand raised in the air, exclaimed to cook, “What did I tell you? Her dull appetite's all because the child's fed on the Bible and such like; she's not like a child of seven at all, more like one of ten, or twelve, sometimes like an old professor. ‘May I have a meringue, Watford?’ she said. ‘Two,’ I said; ‘the cook will be over the moon.’ I tell you, once she's left to me on me own, she's different. I've always said it.” She leaned over the table. “Make her a plate up of ham and tongue, an' a piece of that Camembert on it. Give her a treat.” Suddenly dropping onto a chair, she exclaimed with slow, weighed words, “Lord! I'm tellin' you, cook, I nearly had a fit. I tell you I nearly died. I thought she had gone through the door at the other end.”

 

At one o'clock Watford took her for a walk in the garden. The sun was out and the ground was steaming, and the smell from the rose gardens was as drowsy-making as a drug, and Watford blamed the atmosphere for Annabella's lethargy, for she didn't want to play ball or hide-and-seek, all she wanted to do was to sit and talk, and all about the strangest things; about the people who lived outside; about Mr. Rosier's village. She had never mentioned Mr. Rosier's village before, not to her knowledge, but then, of course, her mother and she might talk about it, Rosier being a friend of the master's. And, as she related to Ada Rawlings afterwards, she had the wits startled out of her when the child asked, “Do you know what it feels like to be hungry, Watford?” and she had replied truthfully, “No, miss, I don't.”

Thank God she had never been hungry. And that was partly owing to having Mrs. Page for a great-aunt and her being housekeeper in the Hall for the past eighteen years. She didn't like her aunt, she had never liked her, but she had her to thank for this grand job and, moreover, for never being hungry. Having been born and bred in the village of Jarrow with its fluctuating fortunes, its coke ovens and salt pans disappearing, and men having to learn new trades, like building iron ships—and who had ever heard of anybody building an iron ship?—work came and went, and food came and went much more quickly. Oh aye, she and her family had a lot to thank their Aunt Eve for, so she could truthfully say to Miss Annabella she had never been hungry. But what a question to be asked! And, as she said to Ada, on a steaming hot day an' all.

At three o'clock Watford, assisted by Cargill, the third footman, brought her dinner up to the nursery day room and laid it out on the round inlaid mahogany table. Uncovering the first dish, she smiled at her charge and said, “There, a little sole with cream, it's lovely.”

“What else is there, Watford?”

“What else, miss? Oh!” Watford seemed pleased at her young mistress's sudden interest in food. “Well now, knowing that you've got an appetite, I've brought you some veal fillet an' braised ham an' a little breast of cold fowl and three vegetables. Now, how's that?”

“Very nice, thank you, Watford.”

“And there for your dessert”—she pointed to a cut-glass dish—“is an iced puddin' all for yourself.”

“Thank you, Watford; it's very kind of you.”

“That's all right, miss; I'm glad you're eatin'.”

“Watford!”

“Yes, miss?”

“I can see to myself; you can go and have your own dinner.”

“You can, miss? Do you think you can manage?”

“Oh yes, yes, I'm sure I can, Watford.”

“Well, miss, if you're sure. Now, you're positive?”

“Yes, I'm positive, Watford. You go and have your dinner.”

Watford stared down at her charge, into the green eyes half-shaded with the long, dark lashes, and as she stared she thought, She's a nice lass, an' she could be pretty, but at this moment she could go either way. And what if the religion she's having pumped into her doesn't catch on and she takes after him an' turns out a devil? Eeh! because no matter which way you look at it, he is a devil. The mistress not being out of the house a few hours and his order coming downstairs for a plentiful meal to be taken up. They all knew what a plentiful meal meant, enough for two, if not three. But no, it would only be two today. And he ordered his bath water up at half-past three. Of course, he took baths at all hours of the day, that was no surprise, but to have his dinner at five he was cutting it fine, when the mistress could be home any time after six. But then she came by the west drive and the master's visitors always came by the east drive, and then only halfway along it; and when the carriage stopped, they had to walk the rest of the way. He was careful in his ways was the master, and being a gentleman he didn't flaunt his pastime openly. If the mistress knew what was going on, it was more by guesswork than anything else, she surmised. It was an odd setup in this house altogether, religion in one side and whoring in the other. But she wasn't going to grumble about either, oh no. With ten pounds a year and an extra allowance made for tea, sugar and beer, she was in clover, and if she knew anything, she was going to stay in clover.

“Is there something wrong with my face? Have I got a speck on it?”

“No, no, miss; I was just lookin' at you. You're seven the morrow, you're growing up.”

“Yes, Watford, yes, I'm growing up. I may have a governess soon.”

“What!” It was a high exclamation, almost a shout. “Who said? Who said you were going to have a governess?”

“Papa said I should, but Mama isn't in agreement.”

“Oh! Well, get your dinner, eat it all up.” She turned about and went hastily out of the room. A governess. That would change the situation, and not for the better. But still, if the mistress was against a governess and wanted to go on doing the teaching herself, there was hope that it would come to nothing, for whereas the master's word was law in everything in the house, it was tempered toward the upbringing of his daughter. And that was funny when you knew the ins and outs of the whole affair. Yet she supposed, as they all supposed down below, that he had to temper the wind to the shorn lamb. And he was a shorn lamb pretty more often than not where money was concerned. As Mr. Harris said, you'd have to have a gold mine an' minting it on the premises to keep up with the master's wants. Sometimes she thought that the butler didn't like the master; likely this was because he had served the mistress's father for years, having started like Cargill was now, third footman; but he, too, knew on which side his bread was buttered and had the sense to see his feet were placed right, one in each camp.

 

After dinner it was the rule that Annabella should rest on her couch for a while, but today she had taken advantage of the situation and asked Watford if she could return to the gallery, there to pursue her books, and Watford had been very agreeable. And so it was that she watched Faill and Cargill carrying the great copper cans of boiling water along the gallery and leaving them outside the oak door, from where Constantine picked them up and took them into the mysterious depths beyond.

After making their sixth journey with the cans, Faill said to Constantine, “How's that? Enough?” and the Negro nodded his head and said, “Enough.”

When the green-liveried, silk-stockinged men had gone back through the door into the House, Annabella watched Constantine lift two of the remaining cans, and with his buttocks thrusting out, he pushed the door wide, then taking two steps he flicked back his leg and aimed his heel at the bottom of the door, which action, up till now, had closed it.

Annabella waited for the door to close softly as it always did, but today it didn't close. Getting off the sill, she hurried up the gallery. When she reached the door, it was in a position she had never seen before, one third open. Greatly daring, she put her head on one side and looked through the opening, and there, stretching before her, was a fairy-tale hall of enchantment. Numbers of glass chandeliers hung from the ceiling; not just four as in the hall of the House, but eight, twelve, she couldn't count, and the wall that she could see to the right of her was alive with color; great portraits in gold frames covered the walls right up to the ceiling. The carpet was a warm glowing red, not faded like the one in the gallery. In the few seconds during which she had taken in the spectacle, she had also been watching Constantine's back, and it was at the moment that she saw him disappear into a room halfway down the hall that she heard her father's laugh. It was soft and thick and happy. He always laughed like that when he was happy; he must have a friend with him, perhaps Mr. Rosier. Her papa had introduced her to Mr. Rosier once. If she saw Mr. Rosier today, she would ask him why the people in his village were hungry. No one should be hungry, and if Mr. Rosier couldn't feed people, her papa would. Look at all the food that was in the larders and cellars below; whole beasts, and pigs, eggs by the hundred and milk by the gallon. She felt that it was only her father's ignorance of the matter that caused it to exist; once he knew people were hungry, he would feed them. Her father was kind.

She didn't remember stepping over the threshold; it only came to her that she had done so when Constantine's steps, coming muffled from the distance, created the instinct to hide, and quickly she pushed open the first door she came to and went inside. She did not quite close the door after her but held it ajar, and, peeping through it, she saw Constantine passing up the hall carrying the last two cans. After that, she turned and, with her back to the door, looked about the room. It was very disappointing because all the furniture was shrouded in dust covers; but here, too, the walls were thick with paintings, and on one wall, opposite a big open fireplace, the sun was shining full on the pictures and the people in them seemed to be alive. Slowly she walked toward the wall and looked upwards, until her mouth fell into a most unladylike gape. She was looking at lots of ladies and a gentleman, but they were different ladies from any she had ever seen, and the gentleman wasn't really a gentleman, he was all hairy and frightening, but they were dancing and drinking and they were uncovered.

Never before had she seen any part of a human body except the face, hands and feet. She had never seen her own body because Watford, after taking off her dress and top petticoats, put over her head the linen cape and took off the remainder of her things in this manner, and in the morning she again put on the linen cape before she took her nightdress off; old Alice had shown Watford how it should be done. She couldn't remember at what age she had commenced this form of dressing and undressing, but she remembered the old woman demonstrating it to the new nursemaid. And then there was the bathing. Some part of her objected to the practice that was imposed on her when she had a bath, but she did not protest against being blindfolded before her drawers and linen stays were taken off, because to protest, she felt, would be a form of sin, sin against something. What this something was she wasn't quite sure, not yet. This sense of sin weighed heavily on her and frightened her in the night when she put her hands under her nightdress and felt the contours of her stomach and the parts where her legs were joined to it.

As if in a trance, she moved on along the wall until she was brought to a halt by the picture of a little girl kneeling at a couch with a woman standing to the side of it rolling up her sleeves. These two figures were well in the background but they drew her attention immediately because she saw herself as a little girl and the figure as retribution for sin. The little girl was going to be smacked, perhaps because, like herself, she had been looking at the lady in the front of the picture. The lady was lying on a white couch and at her feet was a little dog. This lady, too, was uncovered; but she did not look as if she were afraid of sin; she looked happy. She moved farther toward the picture and read the tablet beneath it: “The Venus of Urbino.” What was a Venus? A lady likely, a lady with no clothes on. And who was Titian? Slowly she moved away and looked at other pictures, and there was the name again, Titian, and it came to her that he was the gentleman who had painted these ladies. He must have been a very sinful man, like some of the men in the Bible.

She stood in the middle of the room now and looked about her. It wasn't as big as the drawing room in the House, but it was nicer somehow, warmer, even though the rough stone walls could be seen all around the fireplace and windows. But why was the furniture covered up and not the pictures? She felt it was the pictures that should be covered up. It was very puzzling.

And then the sound of her father's laughter came to her again, muted and far away, and it drew her moving slowly and cautiously into the hallway.

There were pictures here too, but these were pictures of blue- and scarlet-robed people sitting stiffly in chairs. There was a battle scene with men on horses, but on closer inspection she found the riders were only chasing ladies; but these ladies had clothes on.

She had reached halfway along the hallway when it came to her, and forcibly, that she shouldn't be here at all. Her mama had warned her never to pass beyond the oak door. “Annabella,” she had said, “you must not. Now listen to me. You must not, never, never, go into Papa's house,” and she had answered, “Yes, Mama,” but had dared to add, “But if Papa took me in that would be quite in order, Mama, wouldn't it?” And her mama had looked away and said, “Your papa will not take you in; it is a house just for grown-ups, for your papa and his friends. He thinks the same as I do; he has no wish that you should go into his private house. Anyway,” she had ended, “you can see all you want of Papa here.”

But she never saw enough of her papa, and something warned her now that her papa would not wish to see her today, not when he was with his friends. She was about to turn and hurry back toward the oak door and to the safety of the gallery again when she saw Constantine passing along a passage at the far end. He was carrying a tray of cutlery, and if he had turned his head just the slightest, he would have seen her. She didn't know whether he was going into a door opposite or coming toward her, but in real fright she darted toward a door on her left, and, pressing herself against the deep lintel, she remained tautly still for a moment. Unconsciously her hand had gripped the knob of the door, and now she was turning it. The next second she was inside, and again she was gaping.

She was in a bedroom, a beautiful bedroom. It must be her papa's bedroom. There, in the middle, was a four-poster bed draped in blue silk curtains. The carpet, too, was blue, but the furniture was all gilt with rose upholstery. It was very, very beautiful. Her papa wouldn't mind her looking at his bedroom.

As she slowly walked toward the bed, she became aware of the big white sheet lying at the foot of it and, standing on it, the porcelain bath. This, too, was covered over with a sheet through which the steam was slowly evaporating. What she should have noticed right away but what was just dawning on her now was that all the blinds were drawn and the room was lit by two glass candelabra, each holding at least twenty candles, and these were standing on tables at each side of the bed head. Her papa, too, then had to have his bath in the dark; well, not in the black dark as she endured her bathing. But perhaps, just before he took his clothes off, Constantine would extinguish the candles. Her stomach began to tremble. She must get away. If her papa found her in his bedroom and he about to bathe, he'd be very angry.

When her father's voice, the words smothered in laughter, came to her from a door to the right of the bed, she turned so swiftly about that she tripped and just saved herself from falling into the bath itself. But she was on her knees when the door opened and with the scurrying movement of a frightened beetle she scampered on all fours up by the side of the bed and toward the shelter of a screen in a corner of the room. Having reached safety, for a moment she lay on her face, her hands pressed tightly over her head and ears.

What brought her hands from her ears was not the sound of running feet, but the vibration that passed through her body from the floor. Slowly she raised her head and looked toward the light streaming through the fretwork of the screen, and as she had put her eye to the spy glass earlier in the day, she now put both eyes to two holes in the screen and witnessed a most unusual sight. Her papa, dressed in a long green robe with a high collar, was chasing a lady around the room. He was still making use of his stick and limping, but he ran at times. They were playing a game of tag, and every time her papa caught the lady, he took off one of her garments and put a strawberry in her mouth, until at last she had nothing on but her stays.

Now the lady was standing with her back to the screen, blocking out the light. She could see nothing of what was happening now, she could only hear. The lady was laughing softly and her father was talking, but they were strange words, words that she hadn't heard before, and she couldn't understand them. Then the light was in her eyes again and she saw the lady once more. She was just like the one in the picture in the room along the hallway, except that she was younger.

She kept her eyes riveted on the lady, finding it impossible to look away; that was until she saw her father fling off his robe and lift the lady into the bath.

The sight of her father's bare legs and buttocks caused her whole body to shrink away from the screen, and again she was lying with her face to the floor, one hand pressed tightly against her mouth in case she cried out.

Her papa was wicked, he would go to hell; everybody who looked at his own body was destined for hell. Old Alice said that over and over again. She felt sick with fear, fear for her father, and fear of him. Her body was wet with perspiration. She was going to have a fainting seizure like her mama had. She wanted her mama, oh, she wanted her mama; she was going to be sick, really sick. Yet she hadn't eaten much food at dinnertime; she had hidden two-thirds of it away in napkins to take to the children. The children! They would be waiting. They would think she hadn't meant what she had said. Her mama had impressed on her never to promise anything unless she meant to keep her promise. Oh! Oh! she was going to be sick.

When the food regurgitated into her mouth and spewed through her fingers she pushed helplessly against the screen with her other hand, and when it toppled she saw through her misted eyes the contorted figures of her papa and the lady on the bed. Their limbs were locked together but their faces were turned toward her, staring at her as if she herself were a devil.

She fainted away on a high, cursing scream that not only vibrated through the Old Hall but penetrated into the House and brought figures flying from every direction.

She was brought partly out of her faint by the cries of Constantine, whimpering, frightening cries, and she raised her heavy lids and looked up into the face hanging over hers. It was the face of the lady, and she was praying, saying, “Oh, my Gord! oh, my Gord!” And it came to her that she couldn't be really wicked if she prayed. Then she heard Constantine's voice again, coming in protesting moans, and she saw her father punching at the Negro while the man cowered against the wall, and when he slid to the ground, her father grabbed something that had been hanging on the wall and beat him with it.

 

When next she regained consciousness she was in her own bed and her father was sitting by her side. His face was not angry-looking, nor was his voice harsh. She tried to recollect what she had seen and for the moment could think of nothing but that she must have been dreaming, one of those dreams that fade away when you open your eyes, and her father immediately confirmed this. As he stroked the hair back from her brow, he looked straight into her eyes and said, “You've had a bad dream. You ate too much at dinner and were sick. You've had a bad dream, Annabella.”

“Yes, Papa.” Her voice was faint and, even to herself, faraway-sounding.

“Your mama will be very angry with me when she comes home. She will think that she cannot leave you for a day but that you must take ill, and she will blame me.”

She didn't say, “Yes, Papa,” or “No, Papa, she won't,” she just lay looking up at him. He was still dressed in his blue robe and she wondered if he had put on any clothes underneath; then she chastised herself strongly: she must not think like that. If she thought about what she had seen, it would make her papa wicked, and he wasn't wicked. She looked from one feature of his face to another, from his fair hair still unruly as it had been when she saw him on the bed, the light gray eyes, the long straight nose, the wide full mouth, the lips gleaming softly with saliva as he kept rubbing his tongue over them. Her father was beautiful. She loved looking at his face; he couldn't be wicked—yet he was. She knew he was.

“You've had a nasty dream, haven't you, Annabella?” The gray eyes were staring down into hers and she looked back at them for a long while before she said, “Yes, Papa.”

“And we'll say nothing to Mama about it?”

Again time elapsed before she answered, “No, Papa.”

“We wouldn't want to distress your mama in any way, would we?”

“No, Papa.”

“Do you know what I'm getting you for your birthday?”

“No, Papa.”

“A pony.”

“Thank you, Papa.”

“Aren't you excited?”

No, she wasn't excited, because she was afraid of ponies and horses. Her mama knew she was afraid and had said she was too young to have an animal, but her papa had just laughed and said every child loved to ride. And now her papa was talking about the pony in order to make her forget that she had seen a strange lady in his bedroom. He was telling her that she had dreamed everything that had happened. Her papa was wicked, but how she wished he wasn't, oh, she did, she did, because she loved him.

He bent and kissed her now and said softly, “Do you love me, Annabella?”

There was no hesitation now. “Yes, Papa.”

He stroked her cheek softly as he muttered low in his throat, “Go on loving me; never stop loving me.”

And, shutting out the past hour, she said fervently, “I won't, Papa, ever.”

Then in the next minute she stopped loving him, because when he went into the day room, she heard the sound of a ringing slap and Watford cry out; this was followed by a dull thud as from a fist against padded flesh. Then her father's voice low, almost a whisper, but to her acute hearing still audible, said, “She's had a bad dream, remember, she's had a bad dream. If one word of this leaks out to your mistress, you'll find yourself outside those gates, and you won't get into service within six counties, I'll see to that. Do you understand?”

It was some time before the whimpered reply came, and then the day-room door banged.

When she rose from the bed and put her feet on the footstool, she still felt a little dizzy and sick and she had to remain quiet for a moment before she could step down onto the floor.

On entering the day room she saw Watford with her head resting on her arms on the table and her shoulders shaking with her smothered sobbing. As she put her hand on her shoulder, Watford almost jumped from the chair, and, licking at the tears raining down her face, she gulped, “Oh, miss. Oh, miss, get back into bed. You shouldn't; you shouldn't.”

“It's all right, Watford. Sit down, and please—please don't cry.”

Watford sat down, and, cupping her inflamed cheek with one hand, she rocked herself as she said, “Oh, miss, you shouldn't have—” cutting off the sentence in drooping her head. But her head jerked up immediately when the child before her said solemnly, “I went to sleep and had a bad dream, Watford.”

The effect of this statement was to make Watford again lay her head on her arms and cry even louder, and all the while Annabella stood by her side and patted her shoulder. She had a desire to put her arms about Watford and comfort her, but somehow she thought her mama would not have approved.

Watford was again brought into an upright position when her charge said simply, “Papa is a wicked man, Watford.”

“Oh, no, no, miss.” Watford now caught hold of both of her hands and shook them up and down in agitation. “You must never, never say that. Oh, no. No. The master's not wicked, no, no, miss.”

“But—but he struck you, Watford.”

Watford shook her head several times, finding speech at the moment impossible, and then blurted out, “He didn't hit me, miss, not the master; no, no, the master's a good man. Always remember that, he's a good man.”

“But Watford—”

“Look, miss.” Watford got to her feet. “I'll wash your face and hands; it'll freshen you up a bit. You've been upset, you've—you've had a bad dream as you said, but—but remember”—she bent down to Annabella—“remember, the master—your papa is a good man. He's a gentleman and gentlemen are not bad, not gentlemen like the master. No matter what they do, they're not bad. Remember that, Miss Annabella, gentlemen are never bad.”

After Watford had washed her face and hands and dabbed eau de cologne on her brow and wrists, changed her dress and pinafore, combed her hair and put fresh ribbons in it, Annabella said to her, “Would you take me for a walk to the strawberry field, Watford?”

“You want some strawberries, miss?” Watford managed to smile.

“No, Watford; but—but I've got to see someone.”

“See someone?”

As Annabella looked up at Watford she became aware of new emotions, new trends of thought. She wouldn't be seven until tomorrow, but in the last hour she had grown up a great deal. She had discovered that you could love someone one minute and not love them the next, then love them again; you could have feelings that were not love but which were nice, and kind, like those she had for Watford. Yet at one and the same time there was this new feeling, this feeling that put her in a position of power. She realized, without fully understanding, that the events of the past hour had given her power, not only over this woman, and not only over the other servants in the household, but over her father. She held a secret, a dream, that could make people do what she wanted. She said now quite quietly, “There are some poor children, they are very hungry, they were eating strawberries because they hadn't anything else. I've saved half of my dinner; I want to take it to them.”

“Po-po-poor children? How do you know any p-poor children?”

“I told you a lie this morning, Watford. I said that I had been to the closet and the schoolroom when I had really gone outside. I saw the children from the gallery and ran out to speak to them. They were very frightened and very hungry.”

“OH, MY GOD!”

These were the same words as the lady had used, but Annabella now knew that they were not said in the form of a prayer.

Watford had moved two steps away from her and was looking at her most oddly, and then she said, “What's come over you, miss, what's come over you? You've never been like this afore.”

“Will you take me down or shall I go myself?”

Annabella watched Watford put her fingers tightly across her mouth; then she said almost in a whimper, “They're scum, miss, those brats. They're from the fells livin' wild. Their folks neither work nor want; they're from Rosier's village. If they would do what they're told and not strike, they'd have food and shelter. They're bad, miss, they're very bad.”

“Will you take me down, Watford?”

Again Watford used the expression that wasn't a prayer, and then she swallowed deeply and said, “Where did you put the food?”

“In one of the cabinets in the gallery under the bookcase.”

Ten minutes later Watford informed a glaring, greatly troubled housekeeper that she was going to take Miss Annabella into the air, and when her great-aunt just stared at her, making no comment whatever, she knew she was saving all she had to say for later when the child was abed and she was off duty. She hurried back to the nursery, where Annabella was waiting for her dressed for outside in an alpaca coat and cream bonnet and carrying in her hand a small basket in which lay a napkin containing the food.

The journey to the field was made in silence, and when they reached it, there was no sign of the children, but Annabella, under the accusing eyes of Watford, laid the napkin under the hedge, and Watford, looking down at the hidey-hole, said, “This is dreadful, awful. You don't know what you're doing, Miss Annabella, encouraging them, 'cause they're bad, that lot, idlers, nothin' but scum.”

On the journey back to the house, her hand held firmly in Watford's, Annabella pondered the fact of how strange it was that her father, besides bathing a strange lady, could beat Constantine, who served him so faithfully, and hit Watford, who served her so faithfully, yet could still be considered a good man, but that the children who were so hungry they rammed the strawberries into their mouths with the stalks on, and were so poor that their clothes were in rags, were bad. It was all very puzzling; she wanted it explained to her. She wished, oh, how she wished she could talk to her mama about it.
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From the moment Rosina Lagrange entered the house she knew that something had happened during her absence, although on the surface everything was as usual.

Before the coach had stopped, Faill was on the drive, and when the horses were brought to a standstill it was he who opened the door and let down the steps and then extended his hand to assist her, and with the usual quiet courtesy she used toward servants, she thanked him.

In the plant-lined conservatory, Harris, his portly figure encased in black as befitted his rank, bowed toward her, saying, “May I hope that you've had a pleasant journey, madam?”

“It was very agreeable, Harris, thank you,” she replied; then turning to where an old woman was lumbering into the conservatory burdened by a long box, she said, “Relieve Miss Piecliff of that package, Harris, but be careful with it and see that it's taken up to the nursery.” Whereupon Harris took from the old governess the long box which he guessed held a doll, then almost as if it burned his fingers, he passed it on to Armorer, the second lackey, who had been hovering in the background.

Three steps from the broad staircase, Mrs. Page was waiting. Her gray serge was impeccable; her goffered cap was set straight on top of her head, of which there wasn't a hair out of place, but the fingers which clasped each other in front of her waistband moved nervously over the chatelaine which was hanging there, and the lid of her right eye was twitching.

During years of saying little, and looking and listening much, Rosina had learned to observe such things.

“I hope that you've had an enjoyable day, madam, and that the journey hasn't been too much for you?”

“The journey was more pleasant than usual, Mrs. Page, thank you. Miss Annabella, she's quite well?”

There was the slightest pause before Mrs. Page answered, “Yes, madam. She's about to take her bath, and I'm sure she's anxious to see you.”

Rosina inclined her head toward her housekeeper, then mounted the stairs, followed by Alice Amelia Piecliff.

Alice Piecliff was always addressed to her face by the staff as Miss Piecliff. Having, from governess, taken on the position of lady's maid to Rosina's mother, Mrs. Constance Conway-Redford, then devoted the same two services to Rosina herself, she was a person to be reckoned with in Redford Hall. She had power far above that of Harris, and as for the next in the hierarchy, Mrs. Page, she could flaw that formidable lady with a look.

Alice Piecliff was seventy years old; she was thin, and her face showed no wrinkles, only gray skin stretched over protruding bones. She wore, without variation, black silk, and when she went abroad she donned a black bead bonnet and matching cape that came well below her knees. She believed firmly in God and beheld Him each night from her knees as a gigantic figure in white flowing robes, and always He had His hand held high admonishing her to prepare herself for the life to come. She had two weaknesses which caused her often to explain to her forbidding God that they in no way detracted from her love and fear of Himself. The weaknesses stemmed from the same source: she adored milady, as she called Rosina's mother, and she loved Rosina with a love that she would have given to her own child had the creation of such a being not been denied her on account of its being connected with man and sin.

Her relationship with the mother and daughter to whom, one or the other, she had given all her working life was unique, for she was the confidante of both, and perhaps because she had brought them up, so to speak, she could talk to them in a fashion that was indeed privileged, for this was the age when most servants were considered just a grade higher than animals and, at best, could rise only to a position of authority over their own kind; this was the age when the desire to read made a man or woman suspect by his employer. Of the forty-five servants on the estate and farm, not one of them could read or write and no one showed any inclination to alter the situation because each knew his place in life and kept it. Anyway, why should they bother their heads about learning, it got you nowhere, only into trouble, as was proved by those who started the strikes in Rosier's Pit and in the Jarrow Shipyard.

All the employees at Redford Hall knew they were well in. The Redfords had looked after their people for as far back as three hundred years, and, although Edmund Lagrange was master now, there was still a Redford on the estate, a Redford who counted, a Mistress Constance Redford. But still, as some said, it wouldn't make all that difference when she was gone because Lagrange was a good master, free with his money—or her money, whose it was didn't matter; he spent, and there was always plenty for everybody, and always the opportunity to make a bit on the side. Live and let live, that was the motto that got you by, so why bother your brain by wanting to read or write? Do a modicum of work, have a full belly and silver in your pocket at the end of the year, this was life, and you'd have this life as long as you kept your place and had no fancy ideas. This policy of the staff was well known to Alice Piecliff, and because of it she considered them as much beneath her as did her mistress.

When they entered the dressing room, she ripped off her cape and bonnet and dropped them onto a chair; then, going to the assistance of her mistress, she helped her off with her gray silk dustcoat, then unpinned her large pale-blue straw hat which was trimmed with a single ribbon and had only one flower lying on its brim. Then flicking her fingers here and there, she pushed the hoops of her skirt into place so that she could sit down before the dressing table.

“Something's happened, Alice.” Rosina looked into the mirror, waiting for a reply, but Alice took her time as was customary with her. First of all, she took a pad of cotton wool and liberally sprinkled it with eau de cologne; then standing behind her mistress, she dabbed at first one temple and then the other before saying, “Well, you've always had a nose for such things and it's never led you astray yet. Didn't you feel it—the tension?”

“Yes, I felt something. Mistress Page I saw was uneasy.” They now stared at each other in the mirror; then Rosina said softly, “She said the child was all right. I—I must go and see her.”

“There's plenty of time. Rest yourself awhile, she won't run away.”

It was as Alice finished speaking that the cry came from above and caused them both to look sharply upwards. Before it came a second time, Rosina was at the door. She did not run along the corridor to the stairs because she never ran, but her steps were so rapid that they left Alice far behind. Before she reached the nursery door she heard her daughter shouting as she had never shouted since she was a small child, having in the meantime learned to control her emotions, but now, when she entered the nursery, she was amazed to see her standing in her stays and bodice and using her hand in a smacking motion toward Watford.

“Annabella!”

“Oh, Mama.” The child turned and flung herself against her mother's wide skirt. Her arms spread across it, she lifted her tear-stained face upwards, crying over and over again, “Oh, Mama! Oh, Mama!”

“What is this, Watford?”

“I—I don't know what's come over her, madam, I don't. She just won't have the blindfold on. She's never been like this afore.”

“She won't have what on?”

“The blindfold, madam.”

“The blindfold?” Rosina's hand became still on top of her thick auburn hair; her tone still even, she said, “What are you talking about? What blindfold?”

Now Watford, her mouth in an elongated gape, was looking from her mistress to her mistress's maid, and not until her mistress said, “Well, I'm waiting,” did she close her mouth and mutter, “She's always blindfolded afore I take the last of her things off to get into the bath.”

“She's always blindfolded?” Now Rosina's voice was spiraling. “You mean to say—Who gave this order?”

When Watford again looked toward Alice, Rosina turned her head slowly and met the gaze of the woman who was closer to her than her mother, or even her child; then after a moment she turned back toward the agitated nursemaid and, holding out her hand, said, “Give that to me.”

When Watford handed her the blindfold, she stared at it before adding, “Never, never—do you hear?—do such a thing again.” Then pressing the child from her, and attempting to still the anger she was feeling, she said, “Have your bath now, my dear, and I will return and see you when you are in bed.” She paused, looking down at the upturned face, then added with tenderness, “Dry your eyes, there's a good girl, dry your eyes.”

In her room once again, she stood stiffly as she looked at the old woman, and her voice, her only real attraction, was now overlaid with incredulity and anger as she said, “How could you do such a thing, Alice?”

Alice stared back into the pale-skinned, long, plain face; then, her chin tilting, she walked to the window, and it said a great deal for the tenure of her position that she could do this before she answered, “I did it to keep her mind clean; she'll come to know sin soon enough.”

Rosina was left speechless for a moment as she followed her maid's reasoning; then she said, “Hiding her body from her will only arouse curiosity in her mind.”

“What the eye doesn't see the heart doesn't hanker after.”

“Don't be foolish, Alice.”

“All right, madam, I'm foolish.” When Alice used the term “madam” in private, it meant she was upset.

After a moment Rosina sat down heavily on a chair, and joining her hands on her lap, she stared ahead as she said, “Imagine what would have happened had…the master found this out.” And Alice's answer to this was, “It's a habit that some people could take up with advantage to their souls.”

“Oh, Alice.” The words were almost a deep groan and Rosina dropped her head onto her chest, and within a second Alice was by her side. Her shaking hands resting on Rosina's shoulder, she whispered, “I'm sorry, I'm sorry. I asked God to show me the way to keep her pure and it came to me; it just came to me like an answer.”

At this moment the sound of a distant laugh brought them both taut and straight; then getting up from the chair, Rosina went to the dressing table and picked up a comb and began to pass it through her hair, while Alice, going to the huge wardrobe that almost took up the whole length of one wall, said in a voice that was still trembling, “What will you wear?” and as Rosina replied, “The blue taffeta,” there came a tap on the door. Almost at the same time it was opened, and Edmund Lagrange entered the room.

Stopping for a moment, he looked toward his wife's back and said, “I didn't hear the carriage or I would have been down.”

Rosina didn't look at her husband in the mirror—she didn't look at him at all, but she turned her head to the side and in his direction as she said, “We have only been in a few moments.”

“How did you stand the journey?” He was limping toward her, leaning heavily on his gold-headed stick.

“It was very agreeable, more so than usual.”

“Oh, I'm glad, I'm glad. It's been a beautiful day.”

“How is your leg, Edmund?”

“Much better, my dear, so much so that I've decided to go downstairs to supper this evening. I sent word to Harris. I'm sure you're ready for something.”

“I'm not very hungry—we had a very good dinner—but I'll be down in a little while.”

She looked in the mirror now and found his eyes waiting for her. There was a question in them and she could have answered it with a slight shake of her head but she did not wish him to erupt in front of Alice, not that that would be anything unusual, but she preferred the battles, the dreadful soul-searing battles, to be fought in private whenever possible. Yet she well knew there was little privacy in this house; every door had its listener, and she sometimes visualized the kitchen as an assembly of Parliament when the whole serving household got together and put forth their opinions as to the rights and wrongs of the running of the establishment, Mr. Palmeston being ably represented by Harris, for like him, her butler could move from one party to another as the circumstances warranted. Harris had been the devout supporter of her father's principles as long as her father was alive, but now that her husband was in charge, he as devoutly, seemingly, supported his principles, and there had never been two men so opposed in what they stood for.

She knew that she had inherited part of her father's strength, and his principles, but when she dared bring these traits to the fore, life became a living hell. Yet she would have endured this hell and eventually gained release from its perpetuation if it wasn't for one thing, the child. Nothing held her to this house, to this man, to this existence of mental torture but the child, and the child was Edmund's weapon, the only weapon he possessed against her. And should she not comply with his wishes, he could use the weapon like a knife at her throat.

“How long will you be?” His voice, soft and deep, would have given an outsider the impression that he was asking this question because he was eager for her company; and in a way he was eager for her company tonight, he was eager for her news, because so much depended on what she had to say and its being favorable. But when she replied, “About fifteen minutes,” he thought to himself derisively, fifteen minutes! Another woman in her place would have said an hour, or more, but his Rosina did not dress, she merely changed her frock; not for her the touching up of her eyes and lips, the powdering of her skin, the scenting of her armpits and nipples. No, she washed her face with soap and water, and instead of pomade on her hair, she used a brush covered with a piece of silk that made it look like a shining, wet-tarred cap.

In the mirror, Rosina watched him limping toward the door, and even at this stage of her life and knowledge of him, she could understand how women fell before his charms. With all his excesses his body had up till now remained thin; there was no flabbiness of neck or chin or cheek. Only in the yellowing white of his eyes could there be detected the reflection of his way of life. There were few people who knew him as a really evil man: her mother, Alice, her Uncle James and Aunt Emma. They knew of his ways, but then only to some extent; she and she alone knew that incorporated in Edmund Lagrange was an accumulation of many evils, some so subtle as to be unspeakable, untranslatable into speech. If there had been words to explain them, she would, before now, have surely unburdened herself to Alice, or her mother. But there are certain things forbidden through speech. Her mind, she felt, had created this barrier to save herself from madness.

“What will you do?” Alice was whispering the words as she hooked up the crinoline dress, and as softly Rosina answered, “I don't know. One thing's certain, he won't believe I tried, and I did, Alice, because begging from Uncle is preferable to begging from Mother.”

Alice finished the last hook on the bodice, then patting the back of the embroidered collar, she came round and stood before her mistress and adjusted the points of the collar. Patting them into place, she said, “It's got to end somewhere; if you lose the factory it'll be the finish.”

To this Rosina made no reply, but she thought to herself, I wish it were. But for one thing I wish it were.

As she made for the door she said over her shoulder, “I will say goodnight to Annabella before I go down”; then, turning her head, she added, “Don't wait up, you must be tired. Have your meal and go to bed. I can manage. I—I may be late.”

Alice made no reply to this, and they both knew that she would not obey the order.

 

The meal was ending, the servants were departing; Edmund Lagrange, in spite of his impatience, had enjoyed his food; the stuffed mackerel had been delicious and he couldn't have bettered the curried lobster in any club in The Mall. The saddle of lamb had been rather ordinary, but the goslings had made up for it and the gooseberry pudding, as the saying went, melted in the mouth.

He had drunk a bottle of wine, and now, with a brandy in his hand, which he swirled expertly round to the very rim of his glass without allowing, a drop to spill over, he looked at his wife at the other end of the table and thought, My God, she gets plainer every day. Even the candlelight that was kind to most people, and now was being enhanced by the deepening twilight, was not kind to her. He turned his gaze away and rose from his seat. He did not go and assist her from her chair; he knew that she would sit through what she had to tell him, good or bad, and it was characteristic of her that her face gave no indication of what news she had to impart. Her power to hide her thoughts had always irked him.

“Well! How did it go?”

She moved the solid silver dessert knife back and forward between her finger and thumb before she replied, “Uncle could not see his way clear to loan me the money.” She did not say “us,” or “you.” She heard him swallowing but did not look at his face, and went on, “He reminded me that we are still ten thousand pounds in his debt.”

“He picks up the bloody interest, doesn't he?”

It was beginning again. She sat up straighter in her chair and pressed her shoulders tightly against the back of it.

“Did you tell him we could lose the works?”

“I implied as much.”

“Well then?”

“He reminded me that the five thousand you borrowed from him four years ago and the added mortgage you placed on the house did not save the candle factory, as the previous five thousand did nothing to help the pottery or the pipe factory.”

He was standing at the end of the table again, gripping the back of the seat he had vacated and glaring at her. “The pottery was finished, you know it was. As for the pipe factory, it had been losing money for years, long before I came on the scene.”

She raised her eyes and returned his infuriated gaze with a calm stare. “That isn't so. The pipe factory always paid its way; its profits did not fluctuate to heights as those of the glass works were apt to do, but its returns could be relied upon. Father—”

“Blast your father! Do you hear me? Blast your father!” His voice was low and thick and even his breath seemed to exude hate on the word “father.” “Your father had as much foresight as a pig's arse, or he, instead of Swinburne, would have taken over Cookson's years ago.”

She couldn't bear it. She was tired, exhausted, mentally and physically exhausted; she couldn't bear this tonight.

“When Cookson started his sheet-glass works in '37, did your father have the sense to copy him then? No, he was as blind as the buggers who thought that there'd never be a steel factory and that the Palmer brothers were mad. What your father couldn't see or wouldn't see was that sheet glass was the stuff of the future, that anything could be made with glass, ANYTHING. Doors, furniture; yes, furniture. And why not floors? Anything. No; he had to go on with niggling little shades, bottles, candelabra, and encourage them to make their piddling glass fiddles, windmills and spinning wheels so they could carry them in their processions, dressed up, aping their betters in swallow-tailed coats and top hats—Pah! your father!”

At this point he stretched his arm wide, and with his fingers stiff he flicked them against one of the eight arms extending from the candelabrum on the table. With a crack like the lock of a pistol closing, it snapped from its support, and when, with its lighted candle, it hit the table, the sound was as if the pistol had been fired.

She willed her hands to be still, she willed the muscles of her face not to twitch, but the rest of her body was trembling.

What he had said was right. Her father had refused to compete with Cookson's glass works, and he had been wise, for the Cooksons had been a dynasty in glass from the end of the seventeenth century, whereas the Conway-Redford works had been established in Shields for only fifty years. Nevertheless, her father had been an artist in glass, a man who loved glass. He had not, as her husband did, visited the factory once a week, if then, but had ridden daily from the Hall the six miles into Shields for at least forty weeks in the year. He had known all his men by name, and had looked after them, the drunkards and the temperate ones alike.

He had first taken her to the works when she was six years old, and, fascinated, she had watched a man sitting in a wooden seat blowing down a pipe into some hot liquid that was hanging from the end of it, and a short while later she had seen a beautiful red bottle born. Her father always gave his men the best materials; his sand came from the sandstone dug out of the forests of Fontainebleau in France and from Alum Bay in the Isle of Wight; not for him the sand from Wales, Bedfordshire or Lancashire. On other visits she had watched fine sand being purified still further, washed in water, burned to rid it of impurities, then sieved to further purity until not a trace of iron, lime, alumina, chalk or magnesium was left. She had longed, in her early teens, to be a boy so that she could handle the tools of the glass factory. But because she couldn't make glass, it wasn't to say that she couldn't learn how to make it, and with the encouragement of her father she steeped herself in the books relating to glassmaking down the centuries. She read of the Venetians, the Syrians, the French refugees who, flying from tyranny and taking refuge in this country, brought back to it the lost art of glassmaking. It seemed to her now cruelly ironic that it was through her knowledge of glass that she had first met Edmund Lagrange.

Her father had always spent two months of the year in London to give her mother “the season” and also in order that she herself should become accustomed to high society, for although the family of Conway-Redford bore no title, the Redfords, on their side, could go back three hundred years, whereas on her mother's side, the Conway family was dotted liberally with titles of lords and earls, ladies and countesses.

It was at the ball given for her eighteenth birthday in their London home that her father brought to her a tall, startlingly beautiful man and introduced him as Edmund Lagrange, someone else who was interested in glass.

Edmund Lagrange was the third son of a prosperous glassmaker in Surrey. He could discourse on glass most knowledgeably; she was entranced with his knowledge, his voice, his manner and his face; oh yes, his face. That he should need and seek her company appeared to her as something that put all the miracles in the Bible into a pale shade. She was plain and she knew it; she also knew that she was intelligent and men did not like women who used their minds, but Edmund Lagrange was different. When her father told her he had asked for her hand, she fainted.

When, after their London season, they returned home, Edmund Lagrange had followed, and from a friend's house thirty miles distant in Cumberland, he courted her. He courted her for six months, and then they were married.

There were a number of the Lagrange family present at the wedding, all of them apparently extremely happy at Edmund's choice; “relief” would have been a better word to apply to the Lagrange family's reaction, but they called it “happiness.” They were so happy that Edmund had settled down; they said it in dozens of different ways.

It wasn't until the honeymoon was well over that Rosina fully realized why the Lagrange family had been so happy that Edmund was settled, for she discovered quite by accident that he had been disinherited two years previously, that his father had made a public statement that he was not responsible for his third son's debts. Disillusionment followed quickly; she was soon to learn that she had married an inveterate gambler, a liar, and a man who was in debt to the amount of forty thousand pounds, but it was two years before she discovered that her husband consorted with low women, that he was a frequent visitor to a certain brothel house in Newcastle, and that he maintained a woman in an apartment in Shields. She came upon this knowledge quite by accident. It happened that she had informed her husband that, in company with her mother, she was going to visit the cottage, as they called the ten-room house on the edge of the estate, to see how the renovations were proceeding, but they had only walked a quarter of the distance when a thunderstorm burst and they hurried back to the house. Having taken a shortcut, they emerged on the south terrace and let themselves in through the French windows which adjoined her father's study. Their entry must have been drowned by a clap of thunder; it also shut out from them the voices in the next room, until Rosina, about to exclaim on the storm, heard her father's voice raised in anger, saying, “You are an utter waster!”

When she made a move toward the partly open door, her mother's grip on her arm stayed her, and in frozen silence she listened to her father's denouncement of her husband.

For months past she had tried to cover up her husband's misdemeanors, at least those known to her. One thing she knew she must keep from them was that her private fortune, even after this short time of marriage, was now almost nonexistent. But even so, she forgave him his spendthrift habits; but she couldn't forgive this. This dreadful denouncement spelled the end of her marriage, as she knew marriage, the end of her life.
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