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CHAPTER ONE
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Nightmare station


Marisa Carnarvon was an accidental afterthought, the result of a neighbour’s dinner party at which her mother had imbibed rather too much Madeira. Madeleine Carnarvon was twenty-four and considered the very thought of a pregnancy at such an advanced age mortifyingly unfashionable. She had already presented husband Robert with a healthy boy and a beautiful girl and the notion of having a third child was simply too frightful to contemplate. It was not just the whole indignity of the process that irked her, it was rather that, in the celebrated social circles which were Madeleine’s domain, families had one, perhaps two children, but never three. No, the breeding of large families was considered the province of the working class, particularly the Catholic working class which produced legions of children sufficient to populate a small East Indies island. Madeleine sniffed and shifted her swollen belly, her resolve firming: this was absolutely and undeniably the last time she would fall pregnant. Robert would simply have to engineer protection of some sort or just do without. She would be happy with either.


Robert Carnarvon was a wealthy Scottish industrialist who had moved to Sydney just prior to the outbreak of the First World War with his frightfully English wife Madeleine in tow. Madeleine was tall and willowy with velvet black hair that tumbled to her waist, a legacy, according to an unkind aunt, of a Spanish sailor who had become all too friendly with an ancestress and then quickly disappeared. Madeleine’s eyes were the palest of blue and her skin a luminous alabaster, the result of years of nagging by a series of shrewish governesses under strict instructions to ensure their youthful charge avoided the sun at all costs. Robert, on the other hand, while taller than his wife, was solid and muscular, his thick sandy hair wired with curls that extended to a neatly trimmed beard. His gold-rimmed spectacles lent him the air of a kindly professor.


Robert and Madeleine settled in the leafy suburb of Mosman which perched neatly on the edge of Sydney Harbour. The Mosman of 1913 was still being carved out of the shoreline bush, and its houses were collected in pockets separated by clumps of thick foliage. Robert purchased an elegant Victorian mansion with deep, fluted gables that sat on the hilltop of Bradley’s Head Road with a mere half-dozen others for company. The house was at once generous in dimension and intimate in atmosphere. It corralled the cool sea breezes that frayed the hard edges of the hot summer days, and bestowed on its grateful occupants sweeping views of the harbour, the solid forms of the city buildings crouching in the salt-sprayed distance.


The couple’s idyllic existence was threatened only slightly by the outbreak of the war in Europe which tore great rents into the heart of their families in Britain. Every young male relative seemed to beat a hasty path to the nearest recruiting station to volunteer and even the female members of the extended family quickly became engaged in war work of some kind. There were cousins and uncles in a swathe of regiments — infanteers, engineers, cavalrymen and doctors. One uncle who was a veterinary surgeon left his practice in the care of an older partner and trotted off to the front to minister to the army’s horses. Nieces joined patriotic societies, dowagers knitted socks and a particularly adventurous female cousin drove an ambulance on the front.


For Madeleine, however, a far more momentous event even than the frightful conflict spreading its contagion over Europe was the birth of her first child, a little boy they named James. Robert was ecstatic and mentally charted stellar careers for his son, listing the sports he would play and tossing up the names of eminently suitable schools his boy would attend. James was a solid, hearty child with a sunny, amiable nature who was roused to a bellowing torrent only when disturbed from his favourite pastimes of eating and sleeping. Robert was devoted to his little son who thrived amid a host of miniaturised outdoor pursuits eagerly thrust upon him by his doting father for whom this was another chance at childhood.


By 1915, Robert, now aged twenty-three, felt very strongly that he should join the fight to save the country of his birth from the dreaded Hun. Always thorough in his research prior to embarking on any new enterprise, he sought the advice of the patrons of his gentlemen’s club in Sydney and was persuaded that the best contribution to the war effort did not necessarily comprise offering oneself as cannon fodder on the front line. He was introduced to a senior army officer who offered him a position in the army’s headquarters in the magnificent sandstone edifice that was Victoria Barracks, an oasis of order and manicured lawns in the centre of Sydney’s bustling Darlinghurst district. Robert accepted with alacrity and was granted a commission as a lieutenant, an integral cog in the army’s supply chain where his entrepreneurial skills were taxed to their limit procuring supplies for the men at the fighting front in the Dardanelles. Patriotic fervour in the fledgling society ran high — it was a heady time to be a young Australian in uniform. Only when news of the grim toll of casualties winged its way home and the little towns and their suburban counterparts in the big cities began to count the cost in broken and buried men did the fervour wane.


Robert and Madeleine’s second child, a daughter named Isabella, was born in September 1915. James was just a month past his first birthday when his tiny playmate arrived. Isabella was the moon to James’s sun. A dainty child, she bore no resemblance to her brother in either personality or appearance. Where James was dark, she was fair, with golden hair the colour of the late afternoon sun and light blue eyes. James was easily pleased, cheerful and affectionate. Isabella was a child who sold her affections to the highest bidder. She captivated her father, treating him as would royalty visiting her peasant kin. Her mother recognised shades of herself at an earlier age and was more ready to correct, incurring the royal wrath with monotonous frequency. It was the love of beautiful things that finally brought them together and, as the child grew into a pretty little girl, they began to resemble an exquisite pair of matching figurines.


By Christmas 1915, the adventure that was Gallipoli was over and the country’s subconscious began to grapple with names that were French and Belgian in flavour. Late March 1916 saw newly promoted Captain Robert Carnarvon on his way to France, having bid his young family farewell and promised to be home once ‘the battle was won and the Hun sent packing’. Robert was torn between a coursing regret that he would not be with his young wife and infant children as they wove their way through the precious years of their childhood, and the excitement of at last being actively involved in the war. He disguised his divided loyalties in his letters home, writing frequently, and including whimsical sketches and caricatures of the faces of his brother officers and the French villagers he met on his travels. He mentioned little of the war, not wishing to tax his young wife with anxiety as she managed the family without him at her side. He spent his leave periods in England, travelling to London to seek out his relatives and Madeleine’s at every opportunity.


In March 1917, during a stint of leave in London, Robert Carnarvon was summoned to his Headquarters in Horseferry Road where he was asked to accompany the Australian Imperial Force’s Matron-in-Chief, Miss Ethel Carboys, and her British counterpart, Miss Mavis McGinty, on a tour of the casualty clearing stations and auxiliary hospitals on the Western Front. Robert was delighted to accept this little variation to the normal routine of his administrative duties, particularly as both ladies were excellent company and pointedly undaunted by the perils of the battlefield.


The party travelled in an old Studebaker lent by a London-based charitable organisation and driven by a cheery army driver, Corporal Dobbs, who proved adept at acquiring comfortable billets and an assortment of creature comforts that his charges had thought impossible to obtain so close to the front. Visiting the auxiliary hospitals caused Robert little anxiety as these facilities were usually sited a comfortable distance from the front line itself. The casualty clearing stations were another matter entirely. These rudimentary aid stations were located so close to the fighting that, along active areas of the front, they were frequently shelled and, at times, overrun by the Germans. Robert held little regard for his own safety, but his nerves jangled and frayed at the prospect of taking two ladies, even two as plucky as these matrons, into the forward battle zone. He gently cautioned them against making such a foray towards the fighting, Corporal Dobbs nodding emphatically at his elbow, while the ladies listened, pointedly unmoved. The nurses, they retorted politely but with an undercurrent of iron determination, were subject to such risks on a daily basis. How could they send their charges into the fray and not go themselves? The idea was quite unthinkable. But they understood that the gentlemen were family men who had wives and children at home to think of and that they should exercise more caution than the matrons who were single ladies. Perhaps the men could remain and the matrons could make their own way forward. Ethel Carboys did not wait for an answer, but turned to Mavis McGinty and they collected their umbrellas and stepped forward as if ready to breach the parapets.


Robert was quietly incensed at the notion that the matrons considered him too concerned for his own safety to accompany them — albeit willing to allow them to venture forward alone. He forced a smile and reassured the ladies that he and Corporal Dobbs would accompany them without hesitation — no matter where they intended to go. Grim-faced, the party set out, the ladies at a trot, their umbrellas at the ready, a steely, genteel cavalry setting off to the battlefield with their less than ardent male bodyguards.


The visit proceeded as planned, the casualty clearing stations proving somewhat quieter than anticipated, although the nurses’ anecdotes of bombings and shellfire vindicated Robert’s fears. As they approached the last stations, Robert and the matrons began to relax, hoping that they had avoided the worst of the shelling and that their tour would prove uneventful. It was not to be. One night, as they sat on packing cases sipping tea under canvas with the staff of a casualty clearing station, the unmistakable whine of incoming shellfire sent them diving for cover. The shells exploded all around, the earth shaking with the battering of a giant fist and the noise deafening, the concussion of the shock waves threatening to shred the flapping canvas. Robert held the matrons against the earthen floor as debris rained around them, the earth itself kicking and heaving with unholy rage. Amidst the scream of the shells came another scream and Robert realised that some of the patients had been caught in the shellfire. He hurled himself forward in the direction of the scream, half-crawling, half-running in an effort to remain as close to the protective earth as possible. The matrons, despite the binding fabric of their skirts, were quicker, scrabbling forward at a pace that left him shamefully lagging. He followed them, trusting their instincts. They scrambled, crab-like through the debris that was now the casualty clearing station and found wounded men half-buried in the shattered earth. One of the station’s nurses lay nearby, her arm across the prone form of a bandaged soldier in a final, protective embrace. It was clear that Robert could do nothing for them and he moved on, searching for more buried men. The shells continued to spit their venom, the shards and fragments peppering the ground and lacerating his clothing, piercing any exposed skin. He pulled men from the reluctant earth, dragging them to cover in a depression sheltered by a piece of tin that deflected the deadly fragments. Ethel Carboys crawled after him dragging an orderly with a gushing chest wound. Mavis McGinty followed her, trying desperately to plug the man’s leaking wound with a torn sheet as she scrambled through the debris. Ethel motioned to Robert that there were more wounded men and he set off again, conscious that he had not seen Corporal Dobbs since the bombardment had begun its hellish descent.


A shell landed close to him and Robert was knocked off his feet, his mind registering a dull thud on his left shoulder. Dazed, he picked himself up and crawled groggily back to search for more wounded. He dragged two more men from the rubble and remembered Dobbs. His fragmented focus now concentrated on finding his corporal. Around him the pieces of shattered bodies lay in abundance and Robert began to wonder whether he would recognise which parts belonged to Dobbs, should he have to complete something akin to a gruesome jigsaw puzzle. He turned as a movement behind him caught his eye and his mind flashed with the memory that the Germans frequently mounted a raid in the wake of such a bombardment. He backed away, steadying himself to face the Hun, but faced instead the toothy grin of his corporal, supporting a doctor who had taken a shell fragment in the upper arm. The man was grey with loss of blood and Robert moved swiftly to assist. Together they dragged the now-unconscious doctor to the pitiful cover where the wounded collected, a heaving, bloodied puddle with the two matrons the only islands of consciousness. The bombardment abruptly ceased, just as Robert felt ready to drop from his exertions, his skull almost shattering from the concussion of the shells. An eerie silence descended in its wake, broken only by the soft moaning of the wounded. Nothing else moved, as if the shells had hammered all life into an earthen grave. Robert summoned his last ounce of strength and sought his matrons, ready to offer them assistance in treating the wounded.


Robert Carnarvon was hospitalised for three weeks with a broken scapula and a thick smattering of shell fragments, each of which was carefully removed by a doctor with a delicate touch and a strong pair of tweezers. Robert had been fortunate: a shell had landed close to him, knocking him out of the way of most of its shearing shrapnel, his shoulder bearing the brunt of a large fragment that could have killed him had it struck closer to his head or further towards his heart. His shoulder responded slowly to treatment but, as the days of recovery ebbed, a form of paralysis began to afflict the nerves and muscles. Robert was not bothered and looked forward to an easy convalescence at Wandsworth Hospital. Letters began to arrive from the now tearful Madeleine who knew only that he had been wounded on the front and was convalescing on English soil. He consoled her with frequent missives that concerned his own rapid recovery and pleas for information on the deeds of his children. Of his nightmare at the casualty clearing station, Madeleine remained blissfully ignorant.


Robert was eager to return to the war, although his brush with death had made him suddenly conscious of his own mortality. He was shocked to be told at the end of April 1917 that the paralysis afflicting his arm was incurable and that he was to be invalided home. He was quietly devastated. He packed his meagre possessions and sat on his bed, his head lowered and his thoughts mired in despondency as he awaited the arrival of his transport. A tall, slender figure glided along the ward, coming to a stop in front of the bowed officer. It was Ethel Carboys. She touched his good shoulder. Robert looked up and registered her presence with shock, leaping to his feet to greet her. He genuinely liked Ethel Carboys and was truly glad to see her.


Ethel Carboys was an experienced nurse who had been appointed to the Australian Army Nursing Service at the comparatively late age of forty-four. She was a veteran of the Boer War where she had all but ruined her health nursing in ramshackle and dilapidated hospitals on the veldt in the extremes of summer heat and winter chill with little in the way of medicine or medical supplies. She had formed a liking for this cultured young man with his cheerful disposition and his love of life. She also felt a bond with him having watched him risk his life while coolly rescuing the wounded under fire in the casualty clearing station. She felt sorry that a promising military career had apparently been cut short and she now sought to urge him to fight to restore his health so that he could return to the front where fine officers were in short supply. She sat on the bed and motioned for the young man to join her. She admired his attempt at cheerfulness for her sake as he tried to make light of his passage home.


‘Captain Carnarvon,’ she told him with her customary forthrightness, ‘you must not allow this affliction to defeat you.’


He met her steady gaze, stirred by the fierceness of her tone.


‘Seek out the finest doctors in Sydney,’ she told him, ‘I have seen this condition in other patients and it can be treated with the right combination of medicine and medical expertise. You are a fine officer and your men need you. Promise me you will try.’


Robert was tremendously moved by the older woman’s exhortation and filled with hope that a cure existed somewhere for what he considered a career-ending condition. He looked her in the eye and promised.


‘Thank you Matron Carboys, I am glad of your advice. Indeed you have given me hope that the war is not over for me after all. I will do my utmost to regain my health and rejoin the fight against the Hun.’


Ethel Carboys smiled benevolently at him. Somewhere a voice announced that the transport had arrived. The little interview was at an end. Robert stood and Ethel Carboys rose to farewell him. They shook hands and he thanked her warmly for her words of encouragement. He would not be beaten, he vowed, he would return. She nodded and watched as he saluted and took his leave, his step breezy and light. She knew he would fight to return and she was ready to wager that he would win that particular battle.




   CHAPTER TWO
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A gift beyond all price


Robert  Carnarvon arrived home to a tearful reunion with his young family. Conscious of his recent proximity to death, Robert threw himself into family life, mentioning nothing to Madeleine of his plan to return to the front, allowing her to savour his time at home. For her part, she did not ask him about the war or his future in the army, preferring to live only for the moment. She was worried about his paralysed arm and his obvious difficulties with daily living and the fact that he now relied on others to help him with routine tasks such as dressing. At Sunday dinner he was unable to carve the lamb roast, a tradition of which he had been proud. Madeleine tried hard to hide her disappointment as Cook, her apron starched white and her cap standing sentinel, took his place.


It was later that evening as Cook was preparing to depart for a few days’ leave with her family that she sent the maid to ask Robert for an audience. Robert was reading the newspaper in his favourite chair, his pipe smouldering in a fragrant waft of wispy smoke. He was surprised and leapt to his feet to hear what calamity had caused Cook to seek an interview. He hoped desperately that the good woman would not tend her notice as she was a first-rate cook and wartime was, he thought irreverently, a devil of a time to find a new cook.


But Cook was not seeking a change of employment. It had taken her a few days, but she had finally summoned the courage to speak to Mr Carnarvon on the matter of his wound. Now she stood before him, her round face burnished with self-consciousness but fired with resolve. She twisted her apron nervously in her large, red hands.


‘Mr C.,’ she began, ‘I do beg yer parding for speaking to yer outa turn like this, but I thought I should speak out as I think I might ’ave a way to ’elp yer with yer war wound.’


Robert was momentarily taken aback. This was the last topic on which he had expected his cook to engage him.


‘Aah, yes, well ... please go on,’ he stammered.


Cook took her cue immediately and launched into her proposal.


‘Yer see, Sir,’ she began, ‘our Rosie and ’er Bill is with us for a ’oliday — our Rosie’s my sister, yer see.’ Robert nodded, only partially enlightened.


‘Our Rosie’s ‘usband, Bill, well ’e ’ad a shoulder wound too, yer see. ’Twasn’t a war wound like yours,’ she added hastily, as if to reduce Bill’s wound for fear of offending her war-hero employer. ‘No, ’e was baling hay fer a cobber and a fork went through ’is shoulder — right through, it did.’


She made a skewering gesture with her oversized hands and Robert grimaced at the bloody image in his mind’s eye of the unfortunate Bill impaled on a hay-baling fork.


‘Anyways,’ she continued, warming to her topic, ‘the wound ’ealed up wiv a bit of ’elp from the doc, but the shoulder was no good ’cos he couldn’t move it, like yours, see?’ Robert did see and heartily empathised with poor Bill.


‘But Rosie, she didn’t want ’er ’usband losing ’is job ’cos they got too many kids to feed, so she decided that Bill’s shoulder ’ad to come good. So she started to work on it, using ’er fingers to rub and push the shoulder round. She put some linimint on it, something she knocked up from some ’erbs, and that ’elped too. Well, what do you think, the shoulder come good! It took a while, maybe a month or a bit more, but it come good and now it’s as right as rain!’


Cook’s lips disappeared into a firm line as she nodded vigorously to emphasise the effectiveness of the cure. Robert was dumbfounded both by the story and the dubiousness of the cure and took a few seconds to find his voice.


‘Cook,’ he said, his voice adopting a note of careful gratitude, ‘I am very glad to hear that Bill’s shoulder is much better now and that Rosie was able to effect such a cure. But I don’t quite see how ...


‘That’s alright Mr C.,’ interrupted Cook happily, ‘I’ll bring ’er over afta our ’oliday and she can take a look at yer shoulder for yer.’


Robert began a series of muted protestations, but Cook had decided. Rosie would cure her employer and that was all there was to it. She closed the door behind her as she left and Robert heard her heavy footsteps retreating down the passage, her greetings to the other staff tossed along the way like votive offerings. He sighed. She was a good woman and he didn’t want to offend her. Perhaps her sister’s treatment could bring some relief, although he couldn’t help the feeling that, a mere hundred years ago, Rosie would have been burnt at the stake by the god-fearing people of Mosman.


Cook was as good as her word. When she returned from her few days of leave, she sent one of the housemaids to Robert with the quiet message that Rosie would attend him at his convenience. Robert sighed and bowed to the inevitable. Rosie proved to be as generously proportioned as her sister, her complexion tanned by country living and her hair a light flaxen blonde that haloed her face in a profusion of bright frizz. She was cheery and good-natured and set about putting her sister’s employer at ease while careful to remain suitably deferential. Good positions were difficult to find and she was not about to jeopardise her sister’s livelihood. Like Cook, Rosie possessed an underlying determination and Robert could readily believe that she had been obsessed with curing her husband.


Rosie’s ‘linimint’ was a concoction of herbs which she had ground to a smooth oil and which she applied to the paralysed areas of Robert’s shoulder. Her hands were smooth, her fingers supple, and she worked to massage the muscles, persuading them to freedom from the paralysis that bound them. She worked for an hour, kneading and pushing, separating the muscular fibres and rolling and rubbing the tightness away. At the end of the hour, Robert was astonished at the change in his shoulder. While areas of paralysis remained, he felt a degree of movement that had been absent since the injury had initially healed. He was utterly astounded and was swept by a wave of optimism.


‘Rosie!’ he exclaimed, ‘This is marvellous! I can feel parts of my shoulder actually working again! This is nothing short of miraculous!’


Rosie beamed, while Cook crowed triumphantly in the background.


‘I told yer she’d do it, Mr C., didn’t I?’


‘You did, Cook, you certainly did.’


Rosie worked on Robert’s shoulder for three weeks, spending an hour every day massaging the muscles with her ‘linimint’. Gradually the shoulder unlocked and Robert extended its range of uses, hoping to expedite his recovery with exercise. The combination seemed to work well and Madeleine, initially as sceptical as Robert, wept with joy the first time she saw her husband button his own collar. Her joy was short-lived as Robert donned his uniform and drove to Victoria Barracks to report in the hope that he could return to France. It was October 1917 and he was filled with the steely purpose of a man with a job to do. Madeleine watched him leave with a mixture of joy and sadness underlined by the nausea that had become her constant companion over the past weeks. She was expecting their third child.


Robert returned to France in November 1917 as the first chill winds that heralded the northern winter began to blow. The war had changed little, and still the angry shellfire pounded the lines of trenches on both sides taking their awful toll in human lives. The war would last another agonising year before the great offensives that marked the conflict’s anguished finale reached their zenith. In Australia, Madeleine clasped her children to her and wept with gratitude as the armistice in November 1918 spelt the end of her daily nightmare that the telegram boy would stop at the house on Bradley’s Head Road with his War Office words of regret. Madeleine had seen the telegrams received by mothers, sisters and wives in her own circle of friends and was constantly stunned that so few words could mean so much misery to so many.


In a grateful retreat from the post-war misery of France and Belgium, Robert disembarked in Sydney in May 1919, delighted with the prospect of meeting his new little daughter and rediscovering the children he had left eighteen months before. Madeleine worked carefully to restore the harmony of her marriage and create a blanket of nurturing to envelop her dislocated husband and erase the patterns of war from his mind. She was eager for him to slip seamlessly back into his life as a prominent Sydney businessman. Robert never spoke to her of his wartime experiences, but he attended every reunion and marched in the parades that soon came to mark the day they called ‘Anzac Day’, carefully cocooning his memories of the front. His night at the casualty clearing station returned occasionally to haunt him in nightmares that shook him to the core with their vivid recreation of the hellish bombardment. He learned to recognise the events that would trigger these nightmares and took an extra glass of whisky those nights in the hope that he would sleep through his virtual barrage. Robert also took a philanthropic attitude to returned soldiers and nurses, seeking employment for those fallen on hard times or who needed additional assistance to return to a society that knew nothing of the horrors of trench warfare nor cared to learn.


Ethel Carboys likewise took a prominent role in post-war society, visiting the Carnarvon household on her occasional trips to Sydney. She was warmly welcomed by Robert and Madeleine alike. Madeleine knew only that the two had met in England and that Robert had escorted the former Matron-in-Chief to the front. She liked Ethel Carboys immensely, her quiet good humour and gentle steeliness producing an air of calm that Madeleine found reassuring. Quite apart from this, she found Ethel interesting and was fascinated by her determination to establish hospitals and training institutes for nurses in her home state of Victoria. Madeleine had never considered nurses as individuals with any sense of vocation, just as part of the domestic furniture of a good hospital or any respectable household unfortunate enough to be visited by illness. Robert cherished his friendship with Ethel and contributed generously to any of her schemes for employing former wartime nurses and establishing hospitals. He wrote to Mavis McGinty and enjoyed her letters with their stream of complaints about the English weather and the influenza epidemic sweeping the continent. His mind gradually healed and the nightmares became less frequent.


The family into which baby Marisa was born had been evenly divided and symmetrically content. Madeleine cursed the fates that had seen fit to send her a third child and bore it with pained equanimity. Marisa’s three-year-old brother and his toddler sister, at first curious to see the new being who would now become an indelible part of their lives, soon tired of the helpless, froglike creature who seemed unable to do more than screech and sleep. Their pained expressions declared their new sister tiresome in the extreme and they slipped back into their previous childish routines with the ease of the very young, ignoring the new being who now took all Nurse’s time. Their mother beamed indulgently at their patent and studied dismissal of their new sister. Sweet children, of course they weren’t interested.


Yet this new baby was different. Baby Marisa did not simply screech and sleep as her unkind siblings might have claimed. She watched. She was endlessly fascinated by the comings and goings in the big house, by the plethora of people of all walks of life who paraded before her. As she grew, she learned to be vastly amused by big brother James and mesmerised by Princess Isabella whose name, scourge of the mimicking infant, she quickly shortened to ‘Bella’. Marisa, in turn, was known by her siblings and increasingly her parents as ‘Missy’. As her early years passed, Marisa grew to resemble her mother, with masses of unruly curls that defied Babette, the French maid, who whispered pretty exasperations as she tried to harness the wilful locks of her little charge. Hers was the pearly white skin of the English that served only to magnify those sudden, shocking blue eyes. From her father, however, she received a gift denied to both her siblings: on her he had bestowed his own particular brand of Scottish shrewdness. It was a gift beyond all price.








   CHAPTER THREE
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Stepping out


The  Carnarvon children enjoyed the summer sun of childhood blessed with the rich pickings of comfort and freedom. They made friends with neighbouring children and wandered at will through the remnant bushland that provided islands of undergrowth in the encroaching tide of suburbia. They attended a tiny private primary school ‘for young ladies and gentlemen’ that nestled at the other end of Bradley’s Head Road, the domain of the eminently respectable Miss Yarnold, a pinched and erudite spinster with a reputation for rigorous learning and for brooking no nonsense from her young pupils. Madeleine was keen for the children to attend fashionable schools in Sydney but considered them too young to travel until at least the age of ten.


Young and mischievous though she was, Marisa responded sufficiently to Miss Yarnold’s discipline to produce pleasing results at the little grammar school. She applied herself diligently to numbers and letters and soon developed a pretty copperplate handwriting that transformed the firmly pressed lips of the stringy Miss Yarnold into something that almost resembled a smile. But it was the world of music that gave Marisa real pleasure, transporting her beyond the banal with the rhapsodic power of the piano. She had long been fascinated by this mysterious instrument and had insisted on learning from the age of four, stamping her tiny foot in impatience at her mother’s oft-repeated directive that she should start lessons at the age of six when she might be sufficiently sensible to learn such a complex instrument. Marisa was loudly indignant at the very notion that she was incapable of learning now and demanded that her mother permit her to try. In the end it was her father who came to her rescue, recognising something of his own stubborn nature in his daughter’s shrill insistence.


By the time Marisa turned five, Madeleine realised that her youngest daughter had something of a gift and was well pleased with the pretty sounds that soared from the beautiful baby grand that took pride of place in the salon. Marisa was quickly overtaken by a passionate addiction to the piano. It became her escape when school vexed her and would remain a source of inspiration, of comfort and of sheer unadulterated bliss for the rest of her life. She proved a dedicated and fervent pianist and her parents, her frequent and admiring audience as she played her way through songs, dances, études and preludes, never regretted their decision to allow her to learn. Madeleine began to entertain the notion that her daughter might one day become a highly acclaimed concert pianist, perhaps even world renowned, although she would never play for money; the piano must never become a form of work, despite the modern preoccupation with career.


In 1925, Isabella joined the ranks of the city-schooled as she graduated from Miss Yarnold’s to St Scholastica’s Ladies’ College. Isabella was delighted to at last feel herself progressing in life, as she considered Mosman and its tiny local academy hopelessly provincial. She regaled the hapless Marisa with tales of her sophisticated new school, reminding her at every opportunity that St Scholastica’s would one day be her school too. Marisa was more than a little diffident, forming the decided impression that, if this were a school full of the likes of Isabella, then she would much prefer to remain at Miss Yarnold’s. But Madeleine had tolerated the early education of the children at the little grammar school merely as a form of convenience. St Scholastica’s, on the other hand, was a highly fashionable institution. Madeleine wanted her girls to be socially well connected and, in her view, Sydney society was sufficiently limited in scope for this to be merely a matter of attending the right school and marrying well. St Scholastica’s also promised a reasonable education, although Madeleine was mildly unmoved by the prospect of what the girls would actually learn. She considered a career a matter for working class girls; her daughters would have interests.


Thus it was that, in 1928, Marisa began a new chapter in her life, joining the orderly throng of pre-pubescent young ladies at St Scholastica’s. Her fate, she noted with a sigh, had been fixed and duly delivered. Stoically she decided that she should make the best of what that fate had ordained. She began by making a series of new friends — girls who, like her, were not exactly eager to arrive at St Scholastica’s to be ‘transformed’ as the generously proportioned principal, Miss Irene Proudfoot, told her new arrivals. These were girls with a strong sense of humour and a genuine love of life and whom her sister Isabella represented to her mother as a ‘particularly unsuitable crowd’. Marisa blithely ignored her mother’s reproaches; she had determined from an early age that she would take no notice of her mother’s desire for her to befriend the ‘right sort’ of people. She wanted friends who had opinions of their own, who would make her laugh and who didn’t care who her parents were or what sort of house she lived in.


In many ways, Isabella was right: Marisa’s friends were not suited to any purpose her mother could have ordained as appropriate for her position in Sydney society. They were lanky, awkward girls, or those with a penchant for cake and figures that proclaimed every mouthful. They were country girls with tanned complexions and splashes of freckles who boarded at St Scholastica’s, only seeing their parents at the end of term. They were the daughters of professors and accountants who studied diligently and could quote Shakespeare line and verse, but fell over their feet on the hockey field. Marisa was delighted with the pure diversity of her friends. She began to realise that she had outgrown Miss Yarnold’s boxy little school and that she was now entering a world that she could shape and respond to as she willed.


St Scholastica’s soon began to work a subtle but significant effect on Marisa as she moved through her teen years and assumed the vestiges of young womanhood. An exceptionally beautiful girl, Marisa was also open and candid, good humoured and genuinely fond of people. If she had to admit to one critical flaw it was that she tended to measure others by the same extreme standards that she applied to herself. She also trusted easily and was just as easily disappointed. Marisa was aware of her own naïveté, but retained a childlike belief in the innate goodness of humanity that she would find difficult to shake. She endeavoured to be free of artifice and detested the way her sister Isabella played the coquette around the young men who increasingly came to call.


Yet, as Marisa matured, she began to pay more attention to the way that her sister interacted with the handsome, besuited admirers who seemed to constantly surround her. Isabella possessed a golden beauty, a radiant personality and an extraordinary social grace. She dressed exquisitely, having inherited her mother’s sense of style and possessing the financial means to display this. She was completely at ease with young men of any persuasion and, despite her professed lack of interest in sport, politics or any subject remotely academic, she was an easy and witty conversationalist. Marisa watched her sister as she flitted and chatted, teased and captivated. She was a superb performer and Marisa decided she could learn a great deal from her sister’s obvious skill that was not articulated in the pages of her Girls’ Own annuals. She could never have asked her sister’s advice, but she could watch from a discreet distance and learn the ways of the world from afar.


Marisa sailed through St Scholastica’s writing poetry, wrestling with Latin declensions, playing a passable game of tennis and prattling in French precisely on cue without the least idea of where her education would lead. That suited her mother perfectly, as Madeleine retained the somewhat dated notion that schooling for girls was simply a pastime until a suitable husband could be found. She regarded her daughters as eminently marketable with their social pedigree, physical beauty and with just the right amount of education. Robert Carnarvon was more sanguine: he sat back and waited for his girls to decide their way in the world. Of Isabella he was not so sure, but Marisa he felt certain would choose a path directly divergent to the road paved by her mother’s expectations. He began to cherish the evenings he spent in the salon listening to the latest news on the wireless or poring over the newspaper, the curls of pipe smoke dissipating into a soft mist above his head as he listened to Marisa play the piano. She was a devoted and passionate pianist, working hard to master lengthy and complex scales at the behest of her teacher. The scales exhausted, she would lean towards her father and look expectantly in his direction.


‘Shall I play for you, Papa?’


Robert would lower his newspaper and greet his pianist’s offer with enthusiasm. What should she play? He would decide according to his mood. Tonight he would like something light and airy after a day of hard negotiation and a newspaper full of dubious tidings.


‘Für Elise, Missy, or perhaps a little Beethoven bagatelle ... you decide.’


And she would play, invariably selecting a piece that carried just the feeling he was chasing. It was uncanny the way she could read his moods. He would sink back in his favourite winged armchair, his pipe forgotten on the table beside him and the newspaper discarded in a jumble of strident headlines on the floor. His eyes closed, Robert would absorb the full texture of the music, the light trills lifting his soul while the deeper notes penetrated the very essence, the innermost recesses of his being. Her music allowed him to unwind, eased his tension and refreshed his spirit. How he loved those evenings, how he hoped his little girl would not leave home too soon and bring her particular magic to an end.








   CHAPTER FOUR


[image: image]


A sporting chance


Marisa  approached her sixteenth year fighting the dawning realisation that she would have to acquire something of Isabella’s social skill. Unlike her sister, Marisa was no romantic idealist — romance held absolutely no fascination for her whatsoever. She liked the young men who now populated the house, friends of James or suitors pressing their attentions on her sister. Marisa was a keen conversationalist and enjoyed history, politics, literature and the world of art and music. She delighted in the company of the well-bred and educated young men with whom she now found herself surrounded. She, in turn, also began to attract the attention of these lads. Unlike Isabella, however, Marisa had no conception of her effect on these young men and chatted gaily to them without the least idea that they might entertain romantic notions concerning her.


It was perhaps inevitable that the most interesting young men Marisa was to meet through her teenage years were, in fact, provided by her brother, James, who had moved to Sydney University in 1932. James was somewhat cavalier on the tricky issue of his future, finally deciding under duress from his long-suffering father that he would study engineering. Robert Carnarvon was pleased. Engineering was a respectable profession that promised security of tenure and, in turn, security of income, no minor consideration in a nation still emerging from the grip of the Great Depression. James duly set his sights on appeasing the ‘old man’ with solid grades while aiming also for a university blue in rugby, cricket and any other sport available to him. If truth be told, James would have preferred a degree course in sport with the study of science an occasional hobby.


By the end of his first term at university, James had settled into college life with breathtaking success and the Carnarvon family home had become a de facto hotel, a form of halfway house for James’s sporting pals, his college mates and sundry others he met and immediately liked. James was gregarious and fun-loving and revelled in the camaraderie of the sporting field and collegiate life. His friends were similarly gregarious and formed a boisterous mobile party that swarmed and collected at the merest invitation. Robert Carnarvon was occasionally heard wondering aloud to his wife how these young men ever found time to study as they appeared to spend most of their lives partying. The pattern had established itself and would remain for the early years of James’s university career as he consolidated his position in the various university sporting teams, the chess club and debating society, and achieved sound mediocrity in his marks. His sisters, however, soon featured among the highlights of afternoons and evenings spent at the Carnarvon house. By the time Marisa was sixteen, the house had become a regular haunt for university rugby, chess, golf and cricket clubs.


James’s rugby team appeared on crisp winter evenings ready to be fed hearty soup and Cook’s home-made damper. The chess club dropped by on term-time Sundays and the golfing fraternity appeared during the term breaks for afternoon teas of cucumber sandwiches and toasted crumpets. But it was the cricket team that provided the most regular guests, and its members spent many a long, balmy summer evening sitting under the massive walnut trees in the lush gardens of the Carnarvon house smoking and sipping prodigious quantities of home-made lemonade while dissecting the strategies of their opponents. It was a lengthy and celebrated season, played out on picturesque cricket grounds, islands of green lapped by verdant foliage that threatened to spill onto the neatly trimmed ground were it not for the tiny white picket fences that stood solidly for order. The game over and the clubhouse vacated, the team would move as one, transferring en masse to the Carnarvon house with its spacious grounds and steady supply of good food and good cheer. The young men would array themselves in a ragged circle, spilling in and out of the deck chairs that dotted the garden at the rear, lanky legs and arms sprawled. Discussions that had lasted the day were seamlessly continued as the game was re-enacted and every ball and stroke relived.


The Carnarvon girls floated in and out of the disarray of white-clad lads, caught occasionally in the crossfire of conversation, Isabella smiling and nodding agreeably, all the while casting for any young man who looked particularly handsome and whose attitude suggested prospects. Marisa, on the other hand, was more interested in the nature of the conversation than its participants. Encouraged by her brother, she had acquired some knowledge of the game and was fascinated by the various strategies and tactics employed by the team in its attempts to gain an edge over its rivals. The team captain, a tall, lanky young man with a tanned face under straw-blonde hair whose chocolate-brown eyes grinned and glistened at those around him, noticed her sitting in the shade, a little distance from the seated cricketers, sipping lemonade and idly glancing at James’s cricketing magazine as the see-sawing discussion on the merits of fast bowlers McDonald and Gregory and the dazzling exploits of Bradman flanked her. He wandered over, moving languidly in the heat of the afternoon, sitting silently in the vacant chair beside her, sharing her pensiveness for some moments before the spell of her reverie was broken.


‘You don’t seriously like cricket, do you Miss Carnarvon?’ his voice was low and conspiratorial, his tone jocular, brim full of surprise.


Marisa started, the sound of his voice the first announcement of his presence.


‘Oh ...’ she began before recovering herself quickly, ‘actually, I do, although I’m shamefully ignorant of its rules and customs.’ She turned to regard her companion whose smile visibly deepened, along with his apparent cynicism.


‘No, really? Then you are the very first gal I ever met who professes a fondness for this archaic form of ball-tossing and whacking. Even my mother, who suffered the unhappy fate of being born into one cricketing family and raising another, refers to the game — somewhat accurately, I’ll admit — as “organised loafing”.’


Marisa laughed, resisting the impulse to agree on the striking aptness of the term.


‘I’m Harry Renfrey,’ continued her companion, extending his hand. Marisa took the proffered hand, suddenly feeling very grown up. ‘Oh, you’re the team captain,’ she responded in a burst of enlightenment, ‘how do you do, Mr Renfrey?’


‘Harry, please, Miss Carnarvon.’


‘And you must call me Marisa.’


‘So what attracts you to such an inordinately eccentric game, Marisa?’ ‘I suppose I like the fact that it’s a game of strategy,’ she began, a little cautious lest this assertion be ridiculed by her learned companion. Harry nodded, his dark brown eyes encouraging her to continue.


‘I like the way the captain — you, in this case, Harry,’ she added shyly, ‘uses his bowlers and places his fieldsmen so as to dictate the course of the game. Then the batsman pits his wits against his opposing bowlers and the duel begins.’


Had she said too much? Had she demonstrated only too clearly that she had little idea of the real nature of the game? Would handsome Mr Renfrey think she strove only to impress him? But handsome Mr Renfrey appeared only too delighted with her sparse impressions of the hallowed sport and now seized the opportunity to engage her in a light-hearted discussion of the finer points of the game. Marisa found him entertaining company and, by the time the team departed, she realised that she was looking forward to seeing Harry Renfrey again.


Marisa’s friendship with Harry Renfrey soon attracted the attention of her sister, Isabella, who considered her younger sister either deliberately coquettish or vapid in the extreme, deploring her naïvete.


‘I don’t know why you give him the time of day,’ she lectured loftily, ‘he’s a total bore and has absolutely no prospects whatsoever.’ Her tone hardened as she proffered what she clearly deemed essential sisterly advice. ‘You need to send him packing.’ She pursed her lips in finality.


Marisa was appalled.


‘Oh no, Bella, I couldn’t do that ... and besides, he’s so interesting. He knows so much about European politics. Do you know, he says — ’


‘There you are, Missy, that’s absolutely the reason you have to send him on his way. You don’t want a man who talks at you the whole time, not unless he’s fabulously rich and well connected, of course — that would be different, naturally.’


Marisa was left in spinning introspection, wondering why she alone seemed so utterly unable to appreciate the value of a ‘good connection’. Clearly marriage was all about finding someone who could guarantee a comfortable life and social status rather than good conversation and clever companionship. Perhaps marriage simply wasn’t for her — yet she could not imagine spending her life without an interesting partner, someone she loved for his interests, his good humour, his conversation. No, she resolved, she would simply have to be different from her sister and marry for reasons of her own.


Marisa was still tossing around her ideas on marriage like a bridal bouquet when her mother came to her bedroom to bid her goodnight. Madeleine planted a dainty kiss on her daughter’s cheek and held her close, as always, relishing the warmth of her embrace. As she released her, Marisa looked up into her mother’s pale blue eyes.


‘Mama, did you love Papa when you married him?’


Madeleine laughed in surprise.


‘Well ... I suppose I did, Missy, but I don’t really think I considered love. Your father was handsome, amiable, well-connected and could offer me a very attractive life. I rather think,’ she added, her voice reverting to a more sensible tone, ‘that love is a much overrated notion.’ She tilted her head and looked at her daughter curiously. ‘Now, why on earth would you ask me that?’


‘I was just wondering why people marry. Bella seems to think it’s all to do with money and social position.’


‘Of course money and social position are very important — how could you be happy if you were poor and didn’t have somewhere nice to live, lovely clothes to wear or plenty to eat?’


She watched her daughter’s face. Obviously this was not the answer she sought. Madeleine was curious.


‘What do you think, Missy?’


Marisa looked away, musing as she replied. ‘I suppose money’s all very well if you want to live in a nice house, and I expect social status is too if you like parties as much as Bella does.’


She looked back at her mother.


‘I just don’t think I could live with a man who wasn’t interesting. Papa’s interesting — is that one of the reasons you married him?’


Madeleine smiled indulgently.


‘Yes, darling, your father is very interesting. I don’t have his love of politics or history, nor do I understand the least bit about cricket or rugby. But we get along rather well and ... I like him.’ She stroked Marisa’s cheek as if to emphasise her point. ‘I believe that’s very important. You have to like a man to marry him so that you are happy to live with him and share your life with him. You have to be friends.’


Friends. While Marisa was happy with that concept, it somehow seemed paltry, underrated, almost grey. She wondered about the ideal of love — that great unspoken passion that had seen the Greeks persuaded to fight over Helen of Troy. She considered the dual tragedy of Romeo and Juliet who each believed that life was not worth living without the other. Love must be so much more than friendship, yet her mother had dismissed it in the face of her father’s ability to provide for her. Surely one did not marry for the sake of friendship and material well-being? Marisa sighed, bowed by such apparently weighty considerations. Yet she felt warmed by her mother’s words and consoled by the fact that friendship had at least appeared on the list of desirable qualities in a suitor. She could choose a man who would be a friend as well as a lover — and there was no doubt about it, Marisa wanted a man who would be a lover. Bella chose her friends as she chose her outfits — they had to complement her looks and match her social situation. Marisa was relieved to think that she could choose someone who was as interesting as her father or her brother James ... or Harry Renfrey for that matter.


The question of male admirers was the tip of an iceberg of vexed issues for Marisa. She was sixteen years of age. She may have been naïve, but she knew enough to realise that she had now crossed the threshold that separated innocent friendship from a deeper relationship. When a man paid her compliments, sought her company or was otherwise unusually attentive, she would have to sift through his intentions, sorting the innocent from the purposeful. She sat still, wallowing in the grey misery of responsibility that this unnecessary complication had thrown on her. Why did it have to be so? Then it struck her that perhaps it did not have to be so. Why could she not continue to pursue friendship, pure and simple and refuse any other attentions that might come her way? Surely most men would just surrender when they realised that their attentions had earned them a simple friendship and nothing more. Marisa’s paltry experience with men had left her entirely unqualified to discern whether this was an approach that would actually work. She sighed and gave up. She would just have to try and see.


But Harry Renfrey was not simply in search of friendship and conversation and Marisa’s assessment that her knowledge of men was sadly lacking was all too accurate. Harry was becoming rapidly more attracted to the younger Miss Carnarvon and was keen to extend the friendship much further than even Marisa could have guessed. But Harry was a gentleman and had no intention of toying with the affections of a young lady. He also knew better than to run the gauntlet of Marisa’s protective brother, James, or to appear as if he were abusing the hospitality of her family. He resolved to broach the subject with James at the earliest opportunity, arranging to meet him for lunch later that week in the university cafeteria. Harry, like James, was an engineering student, the son of a senior surveyor with the Surveyor-General’s Department. Harry’s family was comfortable and unpretentious, although perhaps not quite as comfortable as the Carnarvons and his parents a great deal less pretentious than Madeleine Carnarvon. Harry had shown little interest in society and the fairer sex — at least until Marisa Carnarvon had wandered into view behind the white picket fence at the long-on boundary at the university cricket ground. Now Harry was well and truly smitten and cherished visions of squiring the fair Marisa to the pictures, on walks and, naturally, home to meet his family. First, however, like any good engineer, he had to lay the foundations.


James Carnarvon was not at all surprised at his friend’s burgeoning attraction to his younger sister. He, like Isabella, had noticed the increasing attention Harry paid Marisa and he had anticipated a discussion such as this. Harry was certainly not the first young man who had expressed an interest in Marisa — or Isabella, for that matter. But Harry was the first man James had considered worthy of Marisa. Yet he hesitated in his encouragement of Harry’s pursuit of his sister.


‘She’s very young, Harry, only just sixteen, in fact,’ he told his friend gravely, as he lit a cigarette. Harry took no notice. He eyed James shrewdly, ready to cast his ace.


‘Of course I’d expect that you might want to come along when I took her out,’ he stated candidly, adding sagely, ‘I thought perhaps you might like to take my sister Kate.’ He had struck a chord and he knew it. James had been eyeing Kate Renfrey for some time and had yet to pluck up the courage to ask her out. Now he caught his breath, skewered by Harry’s look. The ash fell from his cigarette in an untidy heap.


‘Done!’ he replied, ‘I’ll speak to Pa for you, I’m sure it’ll be fine.’ He licked his lips, adding, ‘Can you have a chat to your pater for me, mate?’


Harry nodded his assent and moved mentally to the planning phase, his chocolate eyes dancing their delight.


Trips to the cinema, afternoon teas, lengthy walks in the welcome cool of the long summer evenings and excursions to picnic at pretty beaches soon became regular outings as Harry sought to deepen his friendship with Marisa. The unassuming object of his affections was happily oblivious to his increasing proximity until one evening at the cinema when Harry made his intentions very clear, slipping his arm around her as the lights dimmed. She chided him gently, not wishing to hurt his feelings but hoping desperately that Clark Gable’s Fletcher Christian could focus Harry’s attention away from her as the Mutiny on the Bounty unravelled. But Harry was nothing if not persistent and Marisa found herself compelled to confront the issue of his expectations as they wandered along Bradley’s Head Road one cool, crisp evening, lagging behind James and Kate, their supposed chaperones. Marisa had tiptoed around the subject with increasing anxiety until she felt that the time had come for brutal honesty, despite the uncomfortable nature of such a prospect. She flirted with the idea of asking her mother for advice but decided that Madeleine might take matters into her own hands and Marisa could not guarantee that her mother wouldn’t dismiss Harry whose family did not move in the requisite social circles. The prospect of asking Bella held no appeal at all since Marisa already knew Bella’s opinion of Harry. No, she would have to handle Harry herself and she rehearsed several approaches until she found one she liked.


As it happened, all Marisa’s carefully rehearsed phrases deserted her once she and Harry set out on their stroll up the road. No sooner were they out of sight of the houses in the street when Harry caught her and pulled her against him. Marisa freed herself with some difficulty, moving a few steps away from him before she turned back to face him.


‘Please don’t, Harry,’ she pleaded.


He looked at her, his head to one side.


‘I’m sorry, Marisa, I didn’t mean to offend you. It’s just that I like you, and ... well, I thought you liked me.’


‘It’s not that I don’t like you, Harry, I really do. But I’m just not ready for romance. I’d like to us to remain friends ... just friends. Can we do that? Please?’


Harry smiled indulgently at her plaintiveness.


‘Of course, Marisa, of course we can. Come on, walk next to me and I promise I’ll behave.’


He lit a cigarette and sauntered forward, hand in pocket. Marisa had seen this attitude on the cricket pitch and she knew Harry well enough to realise that this was not capitulation, merely a ceasefire. She fell back into step with him, consciously steering the conversation towards more neutral topics. She had bought some time, but was darkly aware that Harry’s quietly persistent nature would ensure that she had merely delayed the inevitable.








   CHAPTER FIVE
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The offerings of strangers


Marisa  sailed through her last year of formal schooling with no greater concerns than how to ward off Harry’s increasing attentions and which pieces to play for her piano examinations. But as the last autumn leaves fluttered onto the tufted lawns below the vast walnut trees that thronged the rear of the house, Marisa’s comfortable if unexciting life was dramatically and irrevocably altered by the arrival of two strangers. The first was her Aunt Freda, her father’s younger sister, a pretty, practical woman who wore her hair in a short, curled bob and sported a modern attitude to match. Freda was utilitarian and feminist in outlook and confessed discreetly, if somewhat pointedly, to her brother that she saw no value in the purely social existence that characterised the lives of her sister-in-law and nieces. At forty-one, Freda was the same age as Madeleine and her polar opposite. Freda smoked cigarettes and declared her views in ringing tones where Madeleine coughed delicately and cooed pretty utterances in her softer cadence. Freda bustled, while her ethereal sister-in-law glided and flowed. Freda had a career. Madeleine could think of no worse fate for any woman than to have to work for a living.


‘Poor thing,’ Madeleine confided to her husband, ‘to have to work, to have to earn your shoes and hats — how utterly dreadful!’


‘She chooses to work,’ answered the poor thing’s brother tartly, ‘she has a career — she is a very clever woman.’


‘If she were that clever, she wouldn’t have to work!’ Madeleine simply could not countenance such a life, regardless of the intangible but much-vaunted rewards of having a career.


Marisa noticed immediately how different Freda was to the elegant, vacant, simpering beings with whom her mother and sister chose to populate their lives. Freda seemed to have a purpose in life — an independent purpose that moved beyond the need to find the safety and security of a male provider. She was her own woman. Marisa was fascinated. Her fascination increased immeasurably when she overheard her parents discussing the delicate and rather shocking revelation that Freda possessed that most dangerous of attributes: a lover. Freda was, for all her sensibility, a very attractive woman with a quick wit and a ready intellect like her businessman brother. Marisa quickly assessed her as a woman who was able to dabble at will in two of life’s pleasures: an unbonded relationship and an independent life. This was a very tempting proposition indeed to a sixteen-year-old from a carefully sheltered world and Marisa saw possibilities now that she had never dreamt could be available to any of her sex.


Freda stayed six weeks, spending time not only with her brother, but with her youngest niece with whom she soon discovered she had much in common. She enjoyed James’s company, but rapidly exhausted her interest in sport, horses and the stock market which were his principal topics of conversation. Isabella was to be admired, but had little in the way of meaningful conversation. Madeleine was politely chatty, but tended to flit, a quality the more anchored Freda found difficult to forgive. With Marisa, however, she quickly established a rapport, finding in her a conversational companion, amiable and chatty and, what was more fascinating still, given her tender years, a ready source of neat observation. Marisa, for her part, was intrigued to discover that Freda belonged to a breed characterised by that spirit of independence that had come to nestle in Marisa’s heart. Aunt Freda was a nurse.


Marisa had seen nurses before, as the Carnarvon household hired agency nurses to care for family members who had fallen ill. She had met one particularly remarkable nurse in the refined but determined presence that was Ethel Carboys. Ethel had continued to visit the Carnarvon household during her annual visits to Sydney to monitor the progress of various nursing initiatives in what she termed her ‘constant battle to bring Australian nursing into the twentieth century’. Marisa had liked the stately Matron Carboys immediately, and had listened to her describe the sheer variety of work in which nurses were engaged. She knew that her father had met Matron Carboys during the war and had to fight mental images of the lofty Matron donning a tin hat and striding through the battlefield, ready to give the Germans a piece of her mind. Marisa enjoyed these visits immensely and, with Aunt Freda a guest in the Carnarvon house, felt drawn to ask her about her own nursing experiences.


It was not long before Freda began to realise that Marisa’s curiosity had been piqued by her description of her nursing career. Marisa was eager to hear details of Freda’s nursing routine, the hospitals, the doctors and nurses who populated them and the rich variety of medical conundrum that appeared to be daily fare in such a life. She listened spellbound and asked perceptive questions that illustrated amply her clarity of thought. Freda began to see that Marisa might, in fact, be well suited to such a career. The only obstacle, of course, was her mother who had realised long ago that Marisa, with her sea-blue eyes, porcelain skin and ready wit, was creating a stir among the male visitors to the house. James often joked that most of his university friends clamoured for an invitation that would see them share a meal or an outing with one or other of his beautiful sisters, particularly as Marisa’s close friendship with Harry Renfrey was apparently merely a friendship and nothing more. While Isabella had long declared herself the beauty of the family, she had no interest in politics, sport or any of the topics that formed the hub of a young man’s conversation and began to find herself losing admirers to her younger sister who was a keen and informed conversationalist. Isabella had set more store on her beauty and femininity as her chief attractions and now she quietly seethed at her sister’s success. She sniped at Marisa, accusing her of being deliberately coquettish, an accusation that her mother felt had more than a little merit. Marisa who, by the age of twelve, had famously declared that she ‘had no time for feminine frippery’ or for ‘anyone who thought this to be in any way engaging’, laughed at them and returned to the piano or buried her head in a book. To Isabella, her sister was anathema: she was surrounded by fawning young men and she couldn’t have cared less. It was an unhappy tension from which, somewhat incongruously, Aunt Freda alone appeared to possess the means to deliver them.


Towards the end of her stay, Freda paid a visit to the Queen Alexandra Hospital in Camperdown where she had discovered, quite by chance, a friend who had nursed with her in one of the larger London hospitals. Freda and Millie sat at a local café and chatted over a cup of tea, comparing nursing between the two hospitals and describing their various family situations. Millie laughed as her friend regaled her with lively anecdotes of what seemed to both women to be a particularly fascinating and privileged life. As she described her favourite niece and her deepening interest in nursing, Freda was struck by the notion that perhaps she could introduce Marisa to nursing through Millie. Marisa had little idea of the role of a nurse in a big hospital outside the stories that Freda had told her. Freda asked her friend about bringing Marisa to the hospital to watch the nurses following their daily routine. Millie thought this a fine idea, and promised to ask the Matron who, she noted acidly, ‘was a gorgon most of the time, but reasonable every now and then’. She would approach Matron in one of her gentler moments and telephone the Carnarvon house to advise Freda when a visit would be convenient. Freda was pleased. She wanted to allow Marisa the luxury to choose a career in an informed manner. Her visit to the hospital might prove fruitful or it might well determine that nursing was the last occupation to which she was suited. At least the choice would be hers. Now, thought Freda as she straightened her back and stubbed her cigarette deliberately, she had only Madeleine to deal with and she considered herself more than equal to the task.


To Freda’s surprise, Madeleine was not the challenge she had anticipated. Clearly, she was more concerned about the effect of Marisa’s apparent social success on Isabella’s fragile ego than Freda had presumed. Madeleine was happy for Marisa to ‘follow her little interest’ as her mother put it, apparently assuming that this was a sixteen-year-old girl’s passing phase and that it would not last the winter, let alone the years until she came of age at twenty-one. Freda was slightly mortified at this attitude, smacking as it did of the philosophy that a girl was only as good as her marriage prospects. But she held her tongue, determined to help her niece, who clearly had a good brain in her head, to ease herself out of what was shaping up to be a deplorable situation for anyone who wished to use that brain for more than a debate on the new season’s hats.


Two days later, Freda and Marisa alighted from a taxi under the columned portico of the Queen Alexandra Hospital, one of Sydney’s largest. Marisa looked up at the statue of the Queen in her regal, ermine-bordered robes, gazing majestically beyond the bounds of the hospital and across the acres of rippled rooves that housed her subjects. The lines of the hospital building were rounded and smooth, its angles bevelled with sleek modernity. The women stepped inside the shiny linoleum reception area, immediately struck by the odour of carbolic soap mixed with something sharper and stronger, its pungent insistence wrinkling Marisa’s nose. Freda, of course, was used to the smell and barely flinched. The silence was thick and heavy, not unlike that of a public library where people moved noiselessly along, immersed in their own quiet journeys. Marisa instinctively whispered and battled the urge to tiptoe as if she had entered the room of a sleeping child.


‘I hadn’t realised that hospitals were so quiet,’ she whispered quickly to Freda.


‘Depends on the Matron,’ replied her aunt, ‘clearly this one’s a stickler for silence. You’d never find London hospitals so quiet. They’re like railway stations in comparison to this place!’


They reported to the clerk at the front desk and were directed to Ward 10C where they were met by Millie, smartly attired in her white uniform complete with veil, starched to within an inch of its life and standing at what James’s sailing friends would have described as ‘halfmast’. Millie conducted them along a series of polished corridors, flanked on either side by rows of beds with patients in various stages of sleeping, reading and chatting in hushed tones to their visitors, to a large office at the end of the wing. Matron Muriel Vincent sat at her desk scanning a document and writing notes in the margins in a tiny, spider-like script. She looked up at Millie’s knock and greeted the women with a warm smile. Clearly she was in one of her ‘reasonable moods’.


Millie introduced Freda and Marisa, her tone deferential and businesslike. Matron Vincent was impressed by Freda’s credentials and asked after her service in London and on the Continent. The two women chatted for a few minutes covering a vast array of topics from the latest advances in the treatment of septicemia to a combination of personalities — luminaries in nursing circles — and well known to both. Millie waited patiently to one side. Marisa was ignored, and happy to be so. She wanted to hear these impressive women talk. She wanted to understand what went on in minds such as theirs. She knew already that she wanted to be one of them.


After a few minutes’ discussion, Matron turned to Marisa and addressed her in a tone she probably reserved for her rather less sensitive patients.


‘So, you’re interested in nursing, Miss Carnarvon.’


‘Yes, Matron.’


‘I see.’


Matron eyed her shrewdly.


Marisa returned her gaze in what she hoped was a respectful manner.


‘Nursing is not an easy profession — and far more difficult for those used to a life of comfort with others to fetch and carry for them. There’s no glamour in this life, just constant service and endless responding to the demands of others.’


‘Yes, Matron.’


Matron softened.


‘But if you’re determined and not shy of hard work, you’ll find it the most rewarding of careers and it can take you places you’ve never dreamed of.’


She paused, gazing down at the young face before her. Was I ever that young? It seemed so long since she had worn such a look of earnest appeal. Youth was not to be deterred. Time would tell whether this particular girl had the necessary qualities to make a good nurse. Something in the girl’s steady, open gaze told her that this was a lass who was determined to succeed. Ah well, the nursing profession could do with a few girls with that strength of determination.


With Matron’s permission, Millie took Freda and Marisa through the wards, quietly explaining the work of the hospital, its hierarchy, its challenges and pitfalls. She clearly loved her work and nowhere was this demonstrated more vividly than when she spoke to her patients who responded eagerly to her words, her touch, even a look in their direction. Marisa was deeply impressed by the strength of the patient-carer relationship. It was something she had never contemplated. She had thought she might find the work energising and stimulating and was desperate for a challenge. But never had she considered the personal side of the nurse’s occupation. She was fascinated by the whole experience.


Their brief visit over, Freda and Marisa turned to leave, thanking Millie and returning to Matron’s office to thank her in turn. Matron immediately recognised the radiant glow on Marisa’s face as allied to the one she herself had worn so many years before. She knew a vocation when she saw one and she was sure, given the opportunity, that this girl would return. She shook Marisa’s hand as they bade farewell.


‘Miss Carnarvon, we take probationary nurses from the age of seventeen, given the consent of their parents. I understand that this may be some time away for you, but it may give you an ambition, a goal to strive for in the immediate future.’


Her words provoked precisely the reaction she had intended.


‘Thank you Matron,’ Marisa replied, her eyes sparkling, ‘I will apply as soon as I am seventeen — of that you may be sure.’


And she meant it.








   CHAPTER SIX


[image: image]


The newcomer


The  Sunday after Aunt Freda sailed for London, another stranger broached the threshold of Carnarvon family life. As Robert Carnarvon sat in his winged chair lost in the beauty of his daughter’s rendition of Smetana’s Moldau, tossing and turning on the waves of the great river that flowed from the subtle and strident blends of piano notes, he glanced at a letter that had arrived in the post that day and reached for his filigree letter-opener. The writing was immediately familiar and he recognised with delight the hand of a close friend from his London days, a man with whom he had maintained regular contact despite the physical intervention of thousands of miles. As he read the precisely formed letters he gasped in delight — his friend was emigrating to Australia and planned to live in Sydney. Robert sprang from his chair and bounded to tell Madeleine the news.


Oscar Pereira was Russian-born, the son of an aristocrat whose monied family had been displaced by the Russian Revolution of October 1917. As a young man he had moved with his parents to Paris and then London, where he was given the best English education that his father’s extensive financial resources could buy and embarked on a thoroughly English life. He was a man of easy charm and a natural linguist, fluent in Russian, French, English and German and conversational in a number of other languages. He was an excellent sportsman, adapting well to the English love of rugby, cricket and horses. He was also a superb swordsman and fenced regularly with the members of his club. He was, to all intents and purposes, an English gentleman, and few suspected — or bothered to ask about — his European origins. Even the English dames who paraded their pretty daughters before him simply assumed that he was English born and bred and he did nothing to disabuse them of this notion. When Oscar married, it was to a handsome and well-connected girl with a wealthy father and an unquestionable pedigree.


Robert Carnarvon had met Oscar in the rough and tumble of the London establishment and the two had become firm friends and business associates. Their friendship had survived twenty years of geographical separation until Oscar had decided to follow the example of his friend and settle in Sydney with his English wife and two children. For her part, Marie Pereira had been persuaded to move from London’s dank climate to the cleaner, warmer weather of Sydney on the advice of her doctor who recognised a weakness in the health of her daughter, Elizabetta. Marie was prepared to sacrifice much for the sake of her beautiful daughter and, casting aside her earlier misgivings on life in the Antipodes, had been delighted to find Sydney society so unexpectedly agreeable.


The Pereira children, Philippe and Elizabetta, were of similar ages to James and Isabella Carnarvon and the families met initially over a sumptuous dinner at the Carnarvon house in the leafy heights of Bradley’s Head Road. Madeleine Carnarvon’s dinner parties had assumed legendary status in the social circles in which the family had carved its orbit. They were elegant occasions that saw the gathering of small groups of what Robert Carnarvon termed ‘people with something to say’, usually influential and well-informed members of the professional groups to which he belonged. Madeleine’s friendships were habitually formed with the wives of her husband’s business acquaintances and the pampered and pretentious women who frequented her favourite charity events.


Madeleine was keen to meet her husband’s Russian friend and his English wife and to ensure that they settled easily into the little world of the Carnarvons. She was delighted to find that Oscar and Marie Pereira were as gracious and charming as she had hoped. Marie was slender and chic and wore her glossy brown hair in a smart bob, a splash of dark red lipstick and thick curls of mascara defining her features against the pale wash of her skin. She was prettily polite, a little reserved at first, but relaxed as the evening unfolded. Oscar was tall, powerfully built and handsome with sharp, classical features. His pale blue eyes laughed readily and the tiny creases of his face softened any sharpness. He was jocular and lively and quickly relaxed the tone of the evening with his easy way. James and Isabella Carnarvon settled tentatively to their duty in chatting to their guests’ children, Phillipe and Elizabetta. The task proved an easy one: Isabella and Elizabetta quickly discovered a mutual love of fashion, while their brothers dissected the talents and tactics of international cricket and rugby teams. Marisa stood between the two pairs with the distinct sense of belonging to neither. She had no interest in fashion, but felt her contribution to the boys’ discussion on cricket would be unwelcome. Her mother and Marie Pereira were examining Sydney society in forensic detail and exchanging recommendations on churches, schools and shopping, while the men were immersed in the precarious world of the recovering stock market. Marisa wished fervently that she could slip away and luxuriate in the soft, plush tones of a little Beethoven adagio or the rippling playfulness of Schubert’s Trout quintet.


Marisa’s wistful longing was broken by a question directed at her in the low baritone of her father’s friend. His voice was rich and full, its English accent precise and correct — almost too correct, so thought Marisa, collector of accents. She smiled politely up at him and was struck suddenly by a look that flashed across his eyes. She had seen that look before, in the eyes of young men such as Harry Renfrey. Her smile froze for the merest second. This was no Harry Renfrey; this was a grown man, the same age as her father. She must have been mistaken.


‘Your father tells me you play the piano, Marisa,’ he purred, ‘how long have you studied?’


‘Yes, Mr Pereira,’ she had recovered herself by now, ‘since I was four.’


Oscar Pereira nodded, his smile warm and his eyes firmly fixed on her.


‘Then we have a mutual interest. I play too, and also started very young.’ His smile became mischievous. ‘My mother was determined to find an activity that would tie up both my hands at once. You see, I was a very naughty little boy.’


Marisa laughed, the image of this large, impressive man as a wayward child simply too ridiculous to entertain. In her mind’s eye she saw him, still large and impressive, but clad in a little boy’s breeches, drawing on walls and pulling the wings off flies. She was rather glad to find that the naughty boy had become a man whose passion for the piano matched hers. While she had little in common with the other members of the Pereira family, she knew that she could always resort to discussing the world of music with Mr Pereira if she were truly marooned.


That first dinner party was a sparkling success and the two families soon became constant companions. Outings, parties and days at the races saw the dividing lines between the families increasingly blurred as they relaxed together. Marisa grew steadily more content to be without a ‘matching Pereira pair’ and developed the confidence to move readily between the groups joining any conversation that sparked her interest. Her father’s friend proved to be a handy last resort. She soon discovered that, apart from their kindred love of music, Oscar also shared her passion for the arts and literature, a quality conspicuously absent from her siblings and his children. Marisa, who had grown up happily revelling in the discussion of such subjects with her father, quickly realised that Oscar had no such luxury. The children constituted the only common interest that bonded Oscar and Marie Pereira.


The Pereiras were frequent and unannounced visitors to the Carnarvon household and the two families developed an easy coexistence. Elizabetta was assimilated into Isabella’s social set while Philippe joined the University Cricket Club and proved to be a handy leg-spinner. Madeleine and Marie took to lunching regularly and attended charitable events together. Robert introduced Oscar to his club and they launched joint business ventures, played golf and spent the odd day at the races. Marisa’s life changed the least and her weekends continued to be dominated by hours spent playing the piano, reading, and outings with Harry Renfrey. Marisa’s only concession to the impact of the Pereiras involved conversational cameos and allowing Oscar to spend time with her at the piano. For Marisa, completely cocooned in her musical obsession, sharing it with Oscar was the ultimate compliment and one she had not seen fit to bestow on the luckless Harry. Harry was not particularly musical and failed utterly to comprehend how anyone as chatty and vivacious as Marisa could spend hours simply playing the piano. Oscar, on the other hand, recognised immediately that music was a passion that would unlock her inner soul as it did in him. And Oscar was quickly developing a curiosity for what precisely lay behind the exquisite façade that was Marisa.


Oscar was right. The path to understanding Marisa was paved with piano keys and decorated with a treble clef and assorted quavers and semi-quavers. He began by listening as she deftly tripped and danced her way along the keyboard, occasionally displaying a little deftness of his own as he serenaded her with a scattering of pieces. His Bach cantatas touched her and his pretty bagatelles delighted her. Oscar was a superb pianist, classically trained and technically flawless and Marisa realised that there was much he could teach her. He, in turn, appeared only too willing to spend time with her at the piano, making delicate suggestions when a piece refused to respond to her persuasive ministrations. They shared the difficult trills and common woes of Chopin and Mozart, remonstrating with Rachmaninov and lamenting Liszt. Oscar began to look for an opportunity to soften the formality that remained between them like a gossamer wall — the result of his trusted position as her father’s friend and the fact of her tender years. He began carefully.


‘Marisa,’ he asked her, ‘will you do something for me please?’


She was locked in the throes of a difficult variation and her attention remained on the sheet of music that occupied the piano stand.


‘Yes, of course, Mr Pereira,’ she replied absently, her finger tracing the notes on the sheet, her brow furrowed as she strained to understand the complicated notation. ‘What is it?’ she asked as an afterthought.


‘Will you call me “Oscar”?’ Marisa’s eyes remained firmly focused on the music as if she hadn’t heard his request. With difficulty she extricated herself and turned to him distractedly. Her look bored into him for a few seconds before she turned back to the keyboard, coolly addressing the piano.


‘No, Mr Pereira, I don’t think so,’ she said casually, ‘I don’t think that would be proper. It suggests a sort of ... intimacy that doesn’t seem appropriate.’ She paused a moment and, noting that he hadn’t responded, turned back to him as if to ensure that she hadn’t caused offence. ‘Don’t you think?’ she added tentatively.


Oscar took the lifeline dangled before him. He backpedalled softly, his voice caressing her sensitivities.


‘Of course, I meant only that it would make it easier for us to play the piano together. I didn’t mean to suggest that you take such a liberty when we’re in company. As you so rightly suggest, that would not be proper.’ He paused, holding her gaze and losing himself in those sudden blue eyes. ‘I thought only to relax the formality between us, to make this a special time for us to enjoy.’


The clouds of suspicion began to clear from her eyes and she softened.


‘Perhaps …’


She hesitated and returned to her recalcitrant musical score as if she had closed the discussion, tired of the notion of appropriateness. Oscar waited a moment and added his own closing comments.


‘The piano doesn’t discern, Marisa. When we come to play we are simply pianists, those who choose to speak the same language. We have that in common, don’t we? We are the only members of our two families who truly speak this language.’


He had touched a chord in her soul and she paused, dropping her eyes from the music. She began to play softly as she thought. He responded, playing the left hand to her right and their notes moved in unison once more. She allowed herself the faintest smile and it was not wasted on Oscar. He had learnt a great deal about her in just the expression of this one, simple gesture. It was a lesson that he would never forget.


The Pereiras had purchased a house a scant two suburbs from Mosman and social exchanges between the two establishments became common, with both families often attending the same gatherings in the rarefied society of pre-war Sydney. Marisa was used to the social chit-chat required of a young lady and circulated easily and gracefully at cocktail parties, dinners and balls, glad only that most of the young men who sought her company were reasonable conversationalists. By sheer dint of circumstance — or so she believed — Marisa always found herself chatting to Oscar at some stage of the evening. He was entertaining company and could be relied upon to rescue her when young men became particularly attentive and she caught his eye with a plaintive, beseeching look.


If Harry Renfrey noticed the amount of time that Marisa spent with Oscar, he gave no outward sign. Harry, like most of James’s and Marisa’s friends, simply saw the Pereiras as colourful additions to the mix of people who gathered at the Carnarvon household on a regular basis. Harry had never been part of Marisa’s musical world but was well aware of the time she spent in the salon in her musical cocoon and had long since adapted to her penchant for the piano. He saw her as often as always and noticed no change in her at all.


Yet Marisa had noticed a small but increasing change within herself. She began to realise that she enjoyed Oscar’s company in a way she enjoyed no-one else’s. Even her friendship with Harry — the closest she had come to a relationship, for all that it was decidedly platonic — meant less to her than the time she spent with Oscar. She began to wonder whether this was some girlish infatuation that would fade as she grew and matured. She blushed at the thought that he might notice her infatuation and think her childish. But as the light spring days deepened with a soft warmth that heralded the approaching summer, Marisa became increasingly aware that she held the same fascination for Oscar as he wielded over her. She would look up suddenly to find his eyes upon her, his careful gaze resting on her unobtrusively. She felt surprisingly comfortable wrapped in his scrutiny, as if she were somehow naturally his.


Her deepening familiarity with Oscar intrigued Marisa and she lay awake one night pondering the possible course of such a relationship. She liked Oscar — more than that — he aroused in her feelings that she had never experienced, even with Harry who was considered by her family and friends to be her beau. Harry was particularly keen to develop a romantic relationship with her and showed as much in his frequent attempts to kiss her. She liked Harry, but it was a playful, comfortable friendship — a companionship more than an intimacy. With Oscar, her friendship was completely different. Why? She looked up through the enshrouding dark at the cornice that held the light in its flower-twined fingers. She could not see it, but she knew it so well that the details painted themselves in her mind regardless of the message of her eyes that it was plainly not there. Why did she feel so differently about Oscar? Perhaps it was the way he looked at her — the way a man looked at a woman he wanted, or so she thought, having only the few films she had seen on which to base her experience. But Harry looked at her as a boy looks at a girl he likes. There was no underlying sensuality; he didn’t make her feel like a beautiful and desirable woman the way Oscar did.


She let her consciousness unfold and peered into the tapestry of feelings that it revealed. Her family — with the exception of her mother, of course — expected that she would some day announce that Harry wished to marry her. Isabella was already making snide remarks about visiting her ‘poor sister married to a common engineer’ and living in a tiny cottage somewhere in the bush on the other side of the Blue Mountains bringing up four children during her husband’s lengthy absences. She smiled at the picture of abject misery that Bella painted. Had she no ambition to be a nurse, Marisa was sure she could be very happy in a little cottage over the Blue Mountains, although the four children sounded rather daunting. Bella would never visit her — nor would her mother, for that matter — which made the little house and marriage to lowly engineer Harry distinctly appealing. She laughed as she thought of her mother and Bella actively mourning her fate.


But what of a relationship with Oscar? Of course, it was absolutely unthinkable, but then she could always imagine ... Certainly such a relationship would have no future. Oscar was married and a divorce would spawn the most appalling scandal. In fact, the whole notion of a liaison with Oscar was fraught with danger. She grimaced as she allowed herself to imagine the consequences of discovery: it would mean an irreparable rift between the two families and possibly the end of Oscar’s family life. Marie did not strike her as the forgiving type. The close friendship and business partnership between Oscar and her father would be bitterly fractured and Marisa herself would be packed off to stay with any one of a number of dragon-like dowagers, relatives of her father, who lived austere lives in the wilds of northern Scotland. It was a bleak picture. So, how did one carry on a scandalous relationship such as those portrayed in movies and the gossip columns of ladies’ magazines? Marisa pondered a moment. The answer rose before her: deception. A relationship with Oscar would certainly involve a deep, dangerous deception, the sort of deception that Marisa had never known. It suddenly occurred to her that the hazards of such a relationship were part of what made Oscar so alluring to her. Harry was almost expected; Oscar was unexpected, risky, certainly dangerous. She could feel herself thrilling at the prospect of something so perilous.


The question remained — albeit quite rhetorical: could she succeed in such a deception? She shook her head — decidedly not. She remembered as a small child watching James attempt to cover the loss of a school book. He had failed dismally and had suffered his father’s icy cold wrath for the attempted deception. Her father never shouted, raged or ranted, nor would he ever raise his hand to strike anyone, child or adult. But he was a master of disappointment and could make both James and Marisa feel utterly wretched, ashamed that they had betrayed his trust with their errant conduct. Isabella, of course, was different. She believed unequivocally that there was no point in deception. Isabella saw a refusal as merely a challenge that simply inspired her to find more creative means of attaining her objective. Even a flat ‘no’ from a parent would not deter Isabella who simply went her way and explained later that it had been ‘necessary’ and that she had had no choice but to do as she wished. It was an endless source of frustration to her father and, Marisa suspected, a quiet source of admiration to her mother.


Deception. Marisa had no doubt that she could not deceive anyone, not even the most junior kitchen maid. She had never contrived to do so and probably never would. On the other hand, she could certainly keep a secret. She had never seen the need to share all her confidences with her parents or siblings. There were many deep, inner thoughts that she simply kept to herself with no need to share with others. If, she told herself rhetorically, she developed a liaison with Oscar, the knowledge would simply sit with these innermost thoughts, hidden in the velvet darkness of her heart. If she were careful, she would have no need to deceive and, after all, deception was not her intent. If Oscar proposed some grand plan to deceive the two families she knew now that she would have no part of it. But was Oscar likely to propose such a deception of his wife and best friend? No. The thought was unworthy of him. In fact, she now concluded, with the benefit of her careful analysis, that she may well have imagined the entire possibility that he was willing to pursue a liaison with her. He was a man in his forties and she was sixteen: what could be more unlikely? She chastised herself for the flights of fancy to which she had given herself of late. Perhaps she saw too many films and imagined herself to be Greta Garbo or Vivien Leigh. Alas, she was a long way from either.








   CHAPTER SEVEN


[image: image]


My will be done


By  the end of her sixteenth year, Marisa had developed a burning ambition to become a nurse, flying in the face of her mother’s burgeoning plans to see her safely and advantageously married and embarked on a career as a society matron of some note. Madeleine Carnarvon, ever conscious of her duty to her daughters and to society, imagined she saw changes in her youngest daughter. She did. She dismissed them, however, as the normal developmental signs in a girl on the verge of becoming a young woman and making her way in society. She knew of Marisa’s dream of becoming a nurse and humoured this as the harmless idyll of a young girl who is unaware of what is truly good for her. Madeleine was satisfied that she knew and now needed only to bring the girl to her senses. She sighed with the weight of maternal responsibility. Aah, if only she would fall in love with a suitable young man — not necessarily Harry Renfrey, who had little in the way of social prospects despite the fact that he was a very engaging young fellow. Sixteen was perhaps a little early to marry, but one could always arrange a long engagement ... a very long engagement if need be.
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