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To David Pears




Part One




Chapter One

‘How far away is it?’

‘Fifteen miles.’

‘Is there a bus?’

‘There is not.’

‘Is there a taxi or a car I can hire in the village?’

‘There is not.’

‘Then how am I to get there?’

‘You might hire a horse hereabouts,’ someone suggested after a silence.

‘I can’t ride a horse,’ she said in exasperation, ‘and in any case there’s my luggage.’

They stared at her with quiet dreamy curiosity. She had been told that the local people were ‘friendly’, but these big slow men, while not exactly hostile, entirely lacked the responsiveness of civilization. They had looked at her a little strangely when she told them where she was going. Perhaps that was it.

She saw now that it was foolish and even discourteous not to have announced her exact time of arrival. It had seemed more exciting, more romantic and somehow less alarming to come at her own pace. But now that the bedraggled little train which had brought her from Greytown Junction had coughed away among the rocks, leaving her in this silence a spectacle for these men, she felt helpless and almost frightened. She had not expected this solitude. She had not expected this appalling landscape.

‘There’s Mr Scottow’s car now,’ said one of the men, pointing.

She stared through the afternoon haze at the empty hillside, at the receding shelves of yellowish grey rock, bare and monumental. Smooth segments of wall here and there suggested the  twists and turns of a steeply descending road. By the time she saw the Land Rover approaching, the men had withdrawn from her in a little group, and by the time the vehicle had entered the station yard they had disappeared altogether.

‘Are you Marian Taylor?’

With a relieved sense of regaining her identity she took the hand and reassuring grip of the tall man who stepped out of the car.

‘Yes. I’m so sorry. However did you know I was here?’

‘As you didn’t say when you were coming I asked the station-master at Greytown to look out for you and to send a message with the post van when he saw you waiting for our train. The van gets to Gaze a good half-hour before the train is due. And I thought you shouldn’t prove hard to identify!’ He gave a smile with this which made the remark complimentary.

Marian felt both rebuked and looked after. She liked the man. ‘Are you Mr Scottow?’

‘Yes. I should have said. I’m Gerald Scottow. Are these all your bags?’ He spoke with a pleasant English voice.

She followed him towards the car, smiling and dignified, hoping that she was making a good impression. That had been a very foolish moment of fright just now.

‘In we go,’ said Gerald Scottow.

As he pushed her bags into the back of the Land Rover she saw in the shadowy interior what she took at first to be a large dog, but then recognized as a very pretty boy of about fifteen. The boy did not get out, but bowed to her from behind the luggage.

‘This is Jamesie Evercreech,’ said Scottow, as he settled Marian in the front.

The name meant nothing to her, but as she greeted him she wondered if he were perhaps her prospective pupil.

‘I hope you had a decent tea at Greytown? Dinner will be late tonight. It’s awfully good of you to join us in this God-forsaken spot.’ Scottow started up the engine and the car set off back toward the twisting rising road.

‘Not at all. I’m most thrilled to come to this part of the world.’

‘Your first visit, I suppose? The coast-line is all right. Beautiful perhaps. But the land is dreadful. I doubt if there’s a single tree between here and Greytown.’

As Marian, who had also noticed this, was trying to think of a way of turning it into a merit, the Land Rover took an abrupt turning and the sea came into view. She exclaimed.

The sea was a luminous emerald green streaked with lines of dark purple. Small humpy islands of a duller paler green, bisected by shadows, rose out of it through rings of white foam. As the car kept turning and mounting, the scene appeared and reappeared, framed between fissured towers of grey rock which, now that she was close to it, Marian saw to be covered with yellow stonecrop and saxifrage and pink tufted moss.

‘Yes,’ said Scottow. ‘Beautiful certainly. I’m afraid I’ve got too used to it, and we have so few visitors to see it with new eyes. You’ll see the famous cliffs in a minute.’

‘Do many people live about here?’

‘It’s an empty land. As you can see, there’s scarcely any earth. And inland where there is earth it’s mostly bog. The nearest settlement is at Blackport, and that’s a miserable fishing-village.’

‘Isn’t there a village at Gaze?’ Marian asked, her heart sinking a little.

‘Not now. Or scarcely. There used to be some fishermen’s cottages and a sort of inn. There was a bit of moor up above and a lake, and a few people would come for the shooting and that, though it was never fashionable. But the place was killed by a big storm some years ago. The fishing-boats were all lost and the lake came flooding down the valley. It was quite a famous disaster, you might have read about it. And now the moor is just another piece of bog, and even the salmon have gone away.’

Marian thought to herself, with a sudden foreboding, that perhaps Geoffrey had been right after all. They had looked at the map together and he had shaken his head over it. Yet Gaze had been marked in quite large letters and Marian had been sure it must be a real civilized place with shops and a public house.

Elation and despair had so fiercely ebbed and flowed in her during the last month; she realized now how naive it had been to envisage her journey’s end as the beginning of some sort of happiness. Her love for Geoffrey had not been her first love, but it had had the violence of a first occasion together with a depth and a detail which come from commerce with the judgement. She was no longer, after all, so young. She was very nearly thirty; and her sense of her life hitherto as a series of makeshift stage-setting preliminaries had made her the more rapaciously welcoming to what seemed at last an event. Totally disappointed, she had faced her loss with fierce rationality. When it had become clear that Geoffrey did not and could not love her she had decided that she must go. She had been settled, perhaps too settled, in her job as a schoolmistress. Now it was suddenly plain that the same town, the same country even, must not contain herself and him. She admired in herself this ruthlessness. But she admired even more what came later: how, after she had ceased wanting to blot him entirely from her mind, to make him not to be, they had found that they could after all talk good sense and kindness to each other. She was, then, consciously generous. She let him console her a little for the loss of him; and had the painful gratification of finding him almost ready to fall in love with her at about the moment when she, amazingly, disgracefully, was beginning to recover.

She had noticed it quite by chance, the curious little advertisement. Geoffrey had told her teasingly that she was simply impressed by a grand name and a vision of ‘high life’. She was attracted indeed by the name, Gaze Castle, and by the remote and reputedly beautiful region. A Mrs Crean-Smith was advertising for a governess with a knowledge of French and Italian. A high salary was mentioned; suspiciously high, Geoffrey said, even considering it was a lonely place. He had been against the plan; partly, Marian felt, with a rueful tenderness for him, out of a kind of jealousy, a kind of envy, at seeing her so soon whole again and ready for adventure.

Marian had written, naming her qualifications, and had received a friendly letter from a Gerald Scottow. Correspondence  followed, and she was offered the job, but without having found out, or quite liking to enquire, the age and number of her prospective pupils. Nor could she quite make out from Mr Scottow’s manner whether he was a friend or a relative or a servant of the Mrs Crean-Smith on whose behalf he wrote.

Marian turned her head now in a cautious manner and surveyed Gerald Scottow. This was easy to do, since he sat between her and the great view of the sea. She would have liked to turn round too and look at the boy whose silent presence behind her she most uneasily felt, but she was too shy to do that. Scottow certainly seemed to be, in a terminology which Geoffrey would have been quick to taunt her with adopting, one of ‘the gentry’. His accent and his manner proclaimed him no subordinate, and Marian conjectured that he might be a relative or a family friend. Yet, if he lived here, what did he do? He was a big handsome man with a smooth fresh-complex-ioned powerful face and something of the mien of a soldier. He had a great deal of crinkly brown hair which grew in little flat circular curls a long way down his reddish weather-beaten neck. His brown eyes were rather consciously fine. He seemed in his early forties and was perhaps just thickening out of some early beauty. He now made a stouter, squarer impression, filled out yet muscular and not without grace. Marian transferred her gaze to his big hirsute hands upon the steering-wheel. She shivered for a moment. It occurred to her to wonder if there was a Mrs Scottow.

‘There are the cliffs.’

Marian had read about the great cliffs of black sandstone. In the hazy light they seemed brownish now, receding in a series of huge buttresses as far as eye could see, striated, perpendicular, immensely lofty, descending sheer into a boiling white surge. It was the sea here which seemed black, mingling with the foam like ink with cream.

‘They are wonderful,’ said Marian. She found the vast dark coastline repellent and frightening. She had never seen a land so out of sympathy with man.

‘They are said to be sublime,’ said Scottow. ‘Again I am no judge. I am too used to them.’

‘Are there good places to swim?’ said Marian. ‘I mean, can one get down to the sea?’

‘One can get down to the sea. But no one swims here.’

‘Why not?’

‘No one swims in this sea. It’s far too cold. And it is a sea that kills people.’

Marian, who was a strong swimmer, privately decided to swim all the same.

The descending sun was making a brilliance now upon the water and her eyes were dazzled. She looked inland, still unnervingly conscious of the silent boy behind her. The bare limestone desert receded, rising in clearly marked shelves to form low humpy plateaus which lay one behind the other like huge fossilized monsters. A few miserable reddish shrubs and little east-bent hazel trees clung to the rock, which the sun had turned to a pale gritty yellow.

‘It’s remarkable scenery, isn’t it?’ said Scottow. ‘Not everyone’s cup of tea, of course. But you should see those rocks in May and June. They’re absolutely covered with gentians. Even now there’s far more vegetation than appears at first sight. Weird little flowers you’ll find if you look, and carnivorous plants. And there are most curious caves and underground rivers. Are you interested in geology and in flowers and things? I see you’ve brought your field-glasses with you.’

‘I’m no geologist, I’m afraid. I thought I might do some bird-watching, though I don’t really know much about birds either.’

‘I know nothing about birds except the kind you shoot, but you can certainly see some rare ones around here. Ravens and golden eagles and such. I hope you’re fond of walking?’

‘Yes, very. I imagine one could soon get lost up there.’

‘There aren’t many landmarks, on the Scarren. There’s hardly anything upright except megaliths and dolmens. It’s a very ancient land.’

The road had turned inland and was winding between shallow shelves of rock. The uncertain tarmac was beginning to degenerate into a bumpy gravelly track. Scottow slowed down. There was something dark ahead which turned out to be a little  group of donkeys. Among them were two baby donkeys scarcely bigger than fox terriers. The car nosed its way up to them and they shifted lazily upon their dainty feet. A weird cry followed after.

Marian took the occasion of the donkeys to turn and look at the boy behind her. He gave her a smile of singular sweetness, but she could not make out his face.

‘They’re nice little beasts,’ said Scottow, ‘but I wish they’d keep off the roads. Fortunately there’s little traffic. Though that means too that people drive like the devil. There’s a saying about here that you’ll meet only one car in a day, but that car will kill you.’

A turn in the road suddenly revealed in the distance a big handsome house. Its appearance was startling in the midst of the naked scene and had, in the sunny mist, something of the air of a mirage. It stood high up on the seaward side, on a promontory of the cliffs, a long grey three-storey eighteenth-century house. Marian had seen several such houses already on her journey, but always with their roofs off. ‘Is that Gaze Castle?’

‘I’m afraid not. That’s a house called Riders. Our nearest neighbour. Gaze isn’t half so grand. I hope you won’t be disappointed. All the gentlemen’s residences around here tend to be called castles.’

‘Who lives at Riders?’ From the account of the available civilization it seemed that this would be a matter of some importance.

‘A curious recluse, an elderly scholar called Max Lejour.’

‘Does he live there alone?’

‘He lives alone all the winter, except for the servants, of course. The winter here is terrible and not everyone can stand it. In the summer he has visitors. His son and daughter are with him at present. And there’s a man called Effingham Cooper who always comes.’

There was a weird high-pitched noise behind her. Marian realized that the boy had laughed. She realized at the same moment that he must be older than she had guessed. That was not a fifteen-year-old laugh. She turned quickly to look at him  and saw his face more clearly now. He was a pallid rather spoilt-looking cherub of about nineteen with a long head and a pointed chin. Lank longish silky fair curls hung about his brow and half obscured his long light blue intelligent eyes, giving him the dog-like appearance. He tossed his hair back, widened his eyes, and gave Marian an impish look which made her a mock-partner in his private joke.

Scottow went on, ‘That lot, together with our little gang, account for the gentry for about thirty miles around. Eh, Jamesie?’ There was a slight sharpness. Perhaps Scottow had been irritated by the laugh.

Marian longed to enquire who ‘our little gang’ consisted of. Well, she would know, for better or worse, soon enough.

‘I’m afraid you’ve come to an awful hole, Miss Taylor. The peasants are mostly loonies, and the others are something worse.’ The boy spoke in a pleasant light voice with a touch of the local accent.

‘Don’t ever believe a word he says!’ said Scottow. ‘Jamesie is our little sunshine, but he’s a dreadful romancer.’

Marian laughed uneasily. She could not place Jamesie. She could not even yet really place Scottow.

Scottow, as if guessing her thought, went on, ‘Jamesie kindly tolerates my driving the car.’

‘Oh, is it his car?’ said Marian, and then realized her mistake.

‘Not exactly. Jamesie acts as our chauffeur and generally puts up with us and cheers us up when we get melancholy.’

Marian blushed. Ought she somehow to have known that Jamesie was a ‘servant’?

‘Here the domain begins. You’ll see a rather remarkable dolmen on your left in a minute.’

The big house was out of sight now behind a dome of limestone. The landscape had become a trifle gentler and a little dried-up grass, or it might have been a tufted lichen, made saffron pools among the rocks. Some black-faced sheep with brilliant amber eyes made a sudden appearance on a low crag, and behind them rose the dolmen against a greenish sky. Two immense upright stones supported a vast capstone which  protruded a long way on either side. It was a weird lop-sided structure, seemingly pointless yet dreadfully significant.

‘No one knows who put it up, or when, or why, or even how. These things are very ancient. But of course you are a scholar, Miss Taylor, and will understand far more about it than I do. Beyond the dolmen the peat bog begins and goes on for miles. There’s Gaze now.’

As the car began to descend, Marian made out on the opposite hillside a big grey forbidding house with a crenellated façade and tall thin windows which glittered now with light from the sea. The house had been built of the local limestone and reared itself out of the landscape, rather like the dolmen, belonging yet not belonging.

‘Not a thing of beauty, I’m afraid,’ said Scottow. ‘Nineteenth century, of course. There was an older house here, but it got burnt down like most of them. The eighteenth-century terrace remains and the stables. Here’s our little river. It doesn’t look very dangerous now, does it? And this is the village, what’s left of it.’

The car slowed down to rattle very slowly over a long wooden bridge across a channel of large almost spherical speckled stones. A little trickle of water, the colour of brown sherry, forced an erratic way among the stones and spread out on the seaward side into a shallow rippled expanse bordered with tangles of glistening yellow seaweed. A few white-washed one-room cottages huddled in a disorderly group near to the road. Marian noticed that some of them were roofless. No people were to be seen. Below and beyond, framed on each side by the perpendicular black cliffs, whose great height was now apparent, was the sea, total gold. The house, Riders, had come into view again behind them. The car began to climb the other side of the valley.

Marian was suddenly overcome by an appalling crippling panic. She was very frightened at the idea of arriving. But it was more than that. She feared the rocks and the cliffs and the grotesque dolmen and the ancient secret things. Her two companions seemed no longer reassuring but dreadfully alien and even sinister. She felt, for the first time in her life, completely  isolated and in danger. She became in an instant almost faint with terror.

She said, as a cry of help, ‘I’m feeling terribly nervous.’

‘I know you are,’ said Scottow. He smiled, not looking at her, and again the words had an intimate protective ring. ‘Don’t be. You’ll soon feel at home here. We’re a very harmless lot.’

Behind her she heard again the high-pitched sound of the boy’s laugh.

The car bumped over a jangling cattle-grid and through an immense crenellated archway. A lodge cottage with blank gaping windows and a sagging roof stood in a wilderness of wind-torn shrubs. The uneven gravel track, devastated by rain and weeds, wound away to the left, circling upward toward the house. After the dry rocks, the earth here was suddenly moist and black, covered patchily with wiry grass of a vivid green. Red flowering fuchsia blotched the hillside among dark dishevelled clumps of rhododendron. The track turned again and the house was near. Marian descried the stone balustrade of a terrace which surrounded it on all sides, lifting it high out of the peaty earth. There was a grey stone wall some distance beyond and indications of an overgrown garden with a few bedraggled fir trees and a monkey puzzle. The car came to a standstill and Scottow switched off the engine.

Marian was appalled at the sudden quietness. But the insane panic had left her. She was frightened now in an ordinary way, sick in her stomach, shy, tongue-tied, horribly aware of the onset of a new world.

Scottow and Jamesie carried her bags. Not looking up at the staring windows, she followed up the steps to the terrace of cracked weedy paving-stones, on to the big ornate stone porch and through swinging glass doors. Inside there was a new kind of silence, and it was dark and rather cold and there was a sweetish smell of old curtains and old damp. Two maids with tall white lace caps and black streaky hair and squints came forward to take her luggage.

Jamesie had vanished into the darkness. Scottow said, ‘I expect you would like to wash and so on. There’s no hurry. Of  course, we don’t usually change for dinner here, not seriously, I mean. The maids will show you to your room. Perhaps you’d like to find your way down again in half an hour or so, and I’ll be waiting about on the terrace.’

The maids were already whisking the luggage away up the stairs. Marian followed them through the semi-darkness. The floors were mostly uncarpeted, tilting, creaking, echoing, but there were soft hangings above her head, curtains in archways and vague cobwebby textiles which hung down at doors and corners and tugged her passing sleeve. At last she was ushered into a big room full of evening light. The maids disappeared.

She crossed to the window. She had the big view across the valley to Riders and the sea. The sea was peacock blue now and the cliffs were jet black, receding to where the distant islands were again to be seen against a tawny sky. She looked and sighed, forgetting herself.

The case containing her brand-new field-glasses was slung about her neck. Still absorbed in looking, she fumbled them out. They were yet a delightful toy. She focused them upon the valley. Startlingly close the wooden bridge sprang into view, and slowly the magic circle moved up the hill toward the opposite house. She came to a wall, discerning the uneven texture of the stone where the sinking sun struck it obliquely and cast small shadows; and then unexpectedly there was a stone balustrade, like the one at Gaze, and behind it a shuttered window. She moved the glasses slowly, pausing at a group of gay deck-chairs and white table with a bottle on it. The next moment she was looking at a man. He was standing on the terrace and looking straight into her eyes with lifted binoculars trained on Gaze. Marian dropped her glasses and moved hastily back from the window. The panic returned.




Chapter Two

‘Mrs Crean-Smith is not quite ready to see you,’ said Gerald Scottow. ‘Would you be so kind as to wait here while I find the others.’

Marian had not lingered long upstairs. Recovered from her fright, she had quickly inspected her room, appreciating the eighteenth-century writing-desk, grateful for the empty varnished bookshelves, pleased with the ancient floppy chintz armchairs, suspicious of the powerful bedstead whose dinted brass knobs shone like soft gold, and appalled by the extremely garrulous coloured prints upon the wall which she hoped that no one would object to her removing. She washed quickly, finding hottish water in a flowery jug and basin upon a wash-stand of green and ochre tiles. Nervously venturing out into the silent stuffy corridor, she found near by a lavatory with a vast mahogany seat, which seemed warm from generations of incumbents, and a wide shallow bowl adorned with garlands of flowers. She did not know whether to be pleased or unnerved by the discovery that it matched her jug and basin.

She changed hastily into a dress and surveyed herself in a pretty satinwood mirror. There was no long glass. She powdered her long nose and combed back her short, straight, dark hair. Her face, too crowded with large features to be called ‘pretty’, might pass, she thought, as ‘handsome’, or at least as ‘strong’. But there was also her expression to be reckoned with. Geoffrey had often told her she looked sulky and aggressive. She must not look so now. He had said once, ‘Stop thinking that life is cheating you. Take what there is and use it. Will you never be a realist?’ Well, whatever here there was, she would take it with her full and devoted attention. Perhaps the era of realism was beginning. Perhaps she had been right to think  that, with her love for Geoffrey, the preliminaries were over. Yet with a sudden dreadful loneliness, a sudden nostalgia for the old affectionate vanished world, she felt how desperately she would want to be needed and to be loved by the people at Gaze. She composed her face, took what courage she could from communion with herself, and went downstairs.

Scottow had ushered her into a large drawing-room on the ground floor where she now stood alone, fingering an unlit cigarette, and not at all looking forward to ‘the others’. The room smelt broodingly of the past, chilly and obscure in the warm September evening. Two tall sash-windows, which reached almost to the floor, and a high glass doorway communicated with the sunny terrace. They were draped and darkened by swathes of looped-up white lace which was slightly less than clean. Thick red curtains, stiff as fluted columns, emitted a dusty incense, and the fawn-and-yellow carpet gave out little puffs when stepped on. A dark mahogany erection containing a mirror surmounted the fireplace and reached almost to the dim ceiling in a converging series of shelves and brackets upon which small complicated brass objects were clustered. A jet-black grand piano was defended by a troop of little tables draped to their ankles in embroidered velvet cloths. Amid the jumble, pieces of cut glass glittered here and there, and a bookcase with formidable doors supported hazy rows of calf-bound volumes upon shelves with leather fringes. The clutter in the room had about it little suggestion of human use or occupation. Whoever the children might be, they did not come here.

Marian looked cautiously about. There was a yellowish reflected twilight from the sunny evening outside, and an extreme quietness. Yet the room felt watchful, and she almost feared to find that she had overlooked some person standing silently in a corner. She moved noiselessly looking for a match for her cigarette. There was a tarnished silver matchbox on one of the velvet tables but no matches. She peered about near the door for the electric-light switch, found none, and merely dislodged a loose piece of flowery wallpaper. It occurred to her that of course there was no electric light at Gaze. To keep her  attention on something and to steady her nerves, she crossed to the bookcase and tried to see the names of the books, but the glass was too dirty and the room too dark. She began to try to open the bookcase.

‘It’s locked,’ said a voice close behind her.

Marian jumped violently round. A tall woman had come very near to her. She could not see her face clearly, but she seemed to have grey or very fair or colourless hair done up in a bun. She wore a dark dress with white lace collar and cuffs.

Marian’s heart began to hit her so hard that she almost fell down. ‘Mrs Crean-Smith?’

The reassuring voice of Gerald Scottow spoke from beyond. ‘This is Miss Evercreech. Miss Evercreech, Miss Taylor.’

A glow of light grew in the doorway and three black-haired maids entered bearing big oil-lamps with opaque creamy glass domes. They set them down on various tables. The scene became different, enclosed, shadowy, and the figures drew nearer together. Now Marian could see Miss Evercreech. She was thin, with a narrow transparent high-cheekboned face and oily light blue eyes and a long fine mouth. The colour of her hair was still hard to determine. So was her age. She could have been forty or sixty. She stared at Marian unsmiling, frowning slightly, with an intensity which though a little alarming was not hostile.

‘Miss Evercreech is Jamesie’s sister, of course,’ said Scottow. ‘His big sister, practically his Ma.’

‘I don’t know why you say “of course”, Gerald,’ said Miss Evercreech, still intently perusing Marian, ‘or why you permit yourself these references to my age in front of a stranger.’

‘There, there, Violet!’ said Scottow. He seemed a trifle uneasy with her. ‘Anyway, Miss Taylor is not a stranger. She’s one of us, or soon will be.’

Miss Evercreech was silent a moment, then ended her study of Marian’s face. ‘Poor child! Gerald, where is the key to that bookcase? Miss Taylor wants to look inside.’

‘No, indeed, don’t bother — ,’ said Marian.

‘I’ve no idea,’ said Scottow. ‘It’s never been opened as far as I know.’

‘It must have been opened, dear, to get the books in. The key may be in one of those brass bowls. I seem to remember that it is. Could you reach them down, please?’

With a slightly resigned look which Marian read as a private communication to herself, Scottow began to take down the brass ornaments one by one and placed them on a table where Miss Evercreech extracted from their interiors a miscellany of buttons, paper clips, cigar butts, elastic bands, and what looked like a gold sovereign, which she pocketed. The key was found at last in the pannier of a brass donkey and Miss Evercreech handed it to Marian who, rigid by now with embarrassment, turned it in the lock and affected to look at the contents of the bookcase, since this seemed to be expected of her.

‘Is that all right, child?’ said Miss Evercreech.

Marian, who scarcely knew whether she was being indulged or punished, said, ‘Oh yes, thank you, indeed, yes.’

‘Is Hannah ready to see her yet, Gerald?’

‘Not yet.’

Miss Evercreech suddenly took Marian’s hand in a firm grip and led her over to the window. She drew her right up against the pane so that the girl’s shoulder was driven into the lace curtain, releasing dry dusty smells. Outside the evening was still bright, its colours all washed over with gold, and an orange-and-purple sunset was building up over the sea. But Marian did not dare to take her eyes off the scrutinizing face, lit up now as on a little stage.

‘What is your religion, child?’

‘I have no religion.’ She felt guilty at this, and guilty at so intensely wishing to free her hand. She twitched the curtain off her shoulder.

‘You may find us a little strange at first, but you will soon find your place among us. Do not forget. If you want or need anything in this house, come to me. We do not trouble Mrs Crean-Smith with any practical details.’

‘Hannah will see her now,’ said Scottow’s voice from among the lamps.

Miss Evercreech still retained Marian’s hand, squeezing it very slightly. ‘We shall meet again soon, Marian. I shall call  you Marian. And later on you will call me Violet.’ Her tone made it sound almost like a threat. She released Marian’s hand.

Marian murmured some thanks and backed hastily away. She had found the degree of attention almost unendurable. She turned with relief to the friendly figure of Scottow.

As if deliberately changing the key, Scottow said briskly, ‘There now. Nothing left here, no handbag or anything? I’m afraid we don’t use this room very often and sometimes it gets locked up. Now just follow me, will you.’

They emerged into the hall, where the orange light from without produced a blurred radiant interior. At that moment a man came in from the terrace through the glass doors.

‘Oh, Denis, is that you.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Miss Taylor has arrived. Miss Taylor, this is Denis Nolan.’

A maid passed by carrying one of the oil-lamps. The drawing-room was being darkened again. By the passing glow Marian saw a shortish man about her own height who was holding a large tin bowl. He had the dark hair and blue eyes of the region, indeed Marian saw, as he turned towards her before the lamp passed, sapphire blue eyes. He spoke with a strong local accent and looked, she thought, rather sulky and servile.

Scottow went on, ‘Denis is my very able clerk. He does our accounts for us and tries to keep us out of the red. Eh, Denis?’

Denis grunted.

‘What have you got there, Denis? Or I should ask, who have you got there?’

The man thrust the tin bowl forward and Marian saw with a little shock of surprise that it contained water and a sizeable goldfish. ‘Strawberry Nose.’

‘Is Strawberry Nose going to be given a salt bath?’

‘Yes, sir.’ The man did not smile.

Scottow said, smiling enough for two, ‘Denis is a great fish man. You must see his fish ponds tomorrow. They are one of our few diversions. Now, up we go. Mrs Crean-Smith is waiting.’

In extreme agitation Marian now followed Scottow up the  almost dark staircase, past a lamp on the landing whicfi shone dimly as in a shrine, and some way on until they came to a large double door which he opened softly. They entered a dim ante-room and Marian could see a line of golden light ahead. Gerald Scottow knocked.

‘Come in.’

He entered deferentially and Marian followed.

The room was brilliantly lit with a great many lamps and the curtains were drawn although it was still so bright outside. Marian was dazzled by the soft flooding light and by fear.

‘Here she is,’ said Scottow in a low voice.

Marian advanced across a thick carpet towards someone at the far end of the room.

‘Ah — good—’

Marian had, without reflection, expected an elderly woman. But the person who confronted her was young, perhaps scarcely older than herself, and while not exactly beautiful was yet strikingly lovely. She had a tangle of reddish gold hair and eyes of almost the same colour and a wide pale freckled face. She wore no make-up. She was dressed in a flowing robe of embroidered yellow silk which might have been either an evening dress or a dressing-gown.

Marian took the white freckled hand that was offered to her and murmured that she was glad. She was conscious of a familiar pervasive smell which she could not place; and there was a lot of emotion in the room, not all of it her own.

‘How wonderfully good of you to come,’ said Mrs Crean-Smith. ‘I do hope you won’t mind being imprisoned with us here miles from anywhere.’

‘I hope so too,’ said Marian, and then realized this sounded rude. She added, ‘No one would mind being imprisoned in such a lovely place.’ This sounded rude too, so she added, ‘It wouldn’t be imprisonment.’

Scottow behind said ‘Hannah.’

Marian edged back against the wall so that the two could see each other.

‘I expect you’d like to take a bit of supper with Miss Taylor?’

‘Yes, please, Gerald, if that would be all right. Would you mind asking Violet? I don’t want to cause trouble, but it would be so nice and I’m sure Miss Taylor is hungry. Is it not so, Miss Taylor?’

Marian, who was feeling sick, said, ‘Well, yes, but anything will do—’

There was a short silence. Then Scottow bowed and withdrew and Marian detached herself from the wall.

‘We keep odd hours here, I’m afraid. We have no one to please but ourselves. I do hope you had a good journey? I’m afraid it’s very dull until you get to the mountains. Come nearer to the fire. These evenings are cold already.’

A small turf fire was burning in a big grate and there was fine china on the black marble mantelpiece. There were a great many mirrors, some of them pretty, but no pictures and few attempts at orderly embellishment. Two brass vases full of pampas grass and dried honesty had clearly been there for a long time. The room was decrepit and ponderously old-fashioned like the one below, but immensely, almost too much, inhabited; and Marian felt herself shut in, almost menaced, by the circle of faded armchairs piled with books and papers. She noticed upon a leather-topped writting-table littered with manuscript the photograph of a man in uniform. She joined her employer beside the fire and they looked at each other.

Marian now saw that Mrs Crean-Smith was barefoot. This observation at once defined the yellow robe as a dressing-gown; and with this there came to her a general impression of something very slightly unkempt, the hair tousled, the fingernails not quite clean, the lovely face a little tired, a little sallow and greasy, like that of a person long ill. Marian wondered at once whether Mrs Crean-Smith were not in fact somehow ill, and she had a guilty little feeling of revulsion. Yet she felt too relief and immediate liking. This person was harmless.

‘I hope you like your room? If you need anything, don’t fail to ask. Please sit down. I expect you’d like some whiskey.’

‘Thank you.’ Marian realized now that what the room smelt of was whiskey.

‘Now you must tell me a little about yourself. But I expect  you’d like to ask questions too. This place must seem very strange to you.’

‘I can’t help wondering,’ said Marian, ‘about my pupils. Perhaps I should have asked earlier. Mr Scottow said nothing in his letters.’

‘Your — pupils?’

‘I mean the young persons, the ones I’m to teach, the children.’

There was a sort of blankness in Mrs Crean-Smith’s eyes which suddenly made Marian feel very frightened. Had there been some terrible, some grotesque, mistake?

Mrs Crean-Smith, who had paused with her stare, moved to the whiskey decanter. ‘There are no children here, Miss Taylor. Mr Scottow should have explained. I am the person that you are to teach.’



Chapter Three

Dearest Marian, I had hoped to get a letter to you for your first day, but I’ve been hideously bogged down in exams and Campaign work. I don’t know precisely how long a letter takes to reach your distant point. I shall note day and hour of posting this and if you will let me know exact time of arrival we can construct a working hypothesis! I shall expect a letter from you reasonably soon. I have been looking at some books and maps and when I have a second I’ll do some simple itineraries. There’s some prehistoric stuff that absolutely must be seen. Tell me, by the way, if you want your bike sent on. I think you were an ass to go without it.

I envy you the bird life more than the high life. Apropos the former, I’ve just tied up and will post tomorrow those two bird books you wanted, and also a book on shells and one about limestone rock formations. (Most interesting and curious that.) Nay, pray accept as presents from me! Apropos the high life, I hope you’re enjoying it and finding your clothes stand the strain. (Your blue dress is quite adequate to any occasion in my humble view.) What are the pubs like and can you get out to them? What are the kids like, more important, and what do you teach them? I hope they aren’t little morons. If you can’t stand it, let me know and I’ll send you a wire to say someone’s died.

This is a hasty note, as I have to go to Campaign headquarters for the usual chores. I hope you will be happy over there, dear Marian, and will not fret any more about worthless me. Don’t on the other hand forget me! One has so few real friends and I can’t spare you.

I must fly. A fat lecherous-looking girl called Freda something whom I met at the Campaign coffee party and who says she knows you insisted that I should send you her regards, which I now do. God I’m tired and term only starting. You’re well out of it. Floreas,  and let me know the worst. Love ever,

Geoffrey

Dear dear Geoff, heavens I was glad to get your letter. Not that it’s dreadful here, but it’s so terribly isolated, I’m beginning even  after five days to forget who I am. I don’t know how the natives stay sane and I conjecture they don’t. But let me tell you how it is.

To begin with, there are no kids! I’m supposed to ‘teach’ Mrs Crean-Smith herself, that is read a little French with her and later on maybe teach her Italian. I suspect, and they’ve more or less admitted it, that they really wanted a ‘lady companion’ and advertised for a ‘governess’ so as to get an intelligent one! I give them marks for that and don’t feel swindled. Mrs Crean-Smith is youngish and  beautiful and spiritual-looking in a rather fey way. There is also a hunting and shooting type called Scottow (the one who wrote to me) who is thoroughly nice and ordinary and seems to be a sort of bailiff-cum-family-friend. Then there’s a rather creepy woman called Evercreech who is the sort of housekeeper (everything is rather ’sort of‘ here!) and is I gather some sort of poor relation of Mrs C.-S. Her brother Jamesie (sic) Evercreech acts as the chauffeur. I thought he was an ordinary chauffeur at first but I suppose not as he’s a relation. I can’t make out if there’s a Mr Crean-Smith, but he’s never mentioned so I assume Mrs is a widow. There’s also a gloomy little clerk called Nolan and a lot of black maids with casts in their eyes and incomprehensible accents. (One of them brought your letter in, Friday 4.30. I’ve no idea how it got here and on reflection it seems miraculous. Please write often!) No grandeur!  The ’castle‘ is a big Victorian house with nothing near it except a few cottages and one other gent’s residence. The nearest pub is in Blackport and won’t allow women! Fortunately whiskey flows like water here at Gaze. Everyone drinks a great deal and goes to bed early. If I start to go mad I’ll let you know.

I must stop now and go and swim. My duties are not exactly arduous! I’m even hoping someone will suggest that I learn to ride. (On a horse, you know! There are some horses. I saw Mr Scottow and Jamesie horseback riding the other day. Felt envious!) That Freda girl must be Freda Darsey, a nice quiet girl, not at all lecherous! I was at school with her. Greet her back from me. I hope the Campaign is going well. I haven’t seen a newspaper since I arrived, it now occurs to me, nor missed one! Perhaps I am being inftuenced.  All that seems far away — but not you, who are so splendidly present in your letter and present in my heart. No fretting. Don’t worry about me, darling. I embrace you and will write again soon. Much love,

M.

P.S. Mr Scottow says there are golden eagles, but I wouldn’t trust him to recognize any bird he can’t shoot and eat!

Manan finished her letter, sealed it in an envelope, and then wondered how she should dispose of it. There was an old-fashioned box marked ‘Letters’ down in the hall, giving details of postage rates of fifty years ago, but it seemed unsafe to drop her missive in there without further enquiry. She decided to ask Jamesie at tea-time. She wrapped up her bathing-togs.

It was still the deep trough of the afternoon. At Gaze people retired to their rooms after lunch and were not heard of again until five o‘clock. Presumably they slept. Marian was amazed at how much they seemed to sleep, since they then retired for the night about ten; and walking on the terrace at eleven two nights running she had seen no lights.

Marian’s sense of loyalty to her employers was already preventing her from admitting that she was disappointed. She had indeed expected more. She had wanted, had wanted always, as she obscurely knew, some kind of colourful uplifting steadying ceremony, some kind of distinction of life which had so far eluded her. She had never, herself, really known how to live, had never been able to spread her personality comfortably about her; and the society she had lived in hitherto had given her no help. She lacked grace, she lacked style, she knew it. While seeming to pass for what she was, she had felt unfairly diminished and frightened into herself. In moments of self-examination, which for Marian came frequently, she had asked herself whether her desire for a more settled and confident social world were not mere snobbery, and had felt uncertain of the answer. Her love for Geoffrey, who so utterly belonged to her accustomed world, being indeed one of its sovereigns, had seemed at first a justification of that world and of her own usual persona which under his influence had so positively glowed. But after Geoffrey she had found her everyday life so empty and her daily bread so bitter that the old half-understood desire for something quite else had grown into the frenzy which had spurred her away and which she had so much welcomed and admired.

It had seemed like the end of her timidity. Marian came of timid parents who had moved quietly through life in a little Midland town where her father owned a grocer’s shop.  Marian’s earliest memories were shop. Sometimes she felt as if she had been delivered in a cardboard box marked ‘This side up’. Certainly one had served as her cradle. She was an only child. She was fond of her parents and not, as far as she knew, ashamed of them; but it was her abiding fear that she might, in the end, come to resemble them. That she was clever was, in this, nothing. The University had been for her a prize competition rather than a social scene; and that, again, because she was timid.

So she had thought of Gaze as the beginning of something quite new; and if she was, at this early moment, disappointed it was not, she obscurely felt, because of the lack of ceremony, or even the lack of company and entertainment, but because of some deep lack of assurance in the place itself. The place, somehow, resembled her strangely, it was nervous too. Its quietness was aimless rather than calm and its sleepy dragging routine was expressive more of some futility than of the feudal  insouciance which Marian was still trying to perceive. Days seemed of immense length and their simple pattern already seemed to her monstrous, as if the monotony were inherent and not cumulative. There was a sort of dragging music barely heard. Her day began with breakfast at nine, brought up to her by a squinting and uncommunicative maid. About ten-thirty she made her way to Mrs Crean-Smith and stayed there for part of the morning. So far they had merely chattered and discussed possible reading. Mrs Crean-Smith, though both more cultured and more quick-witted than Marian had at first given her credit for being, seemed in no great hurry to be instructed, and it was not for Marian, whose desire to instruct was always considerable, to force the pace. Lunch again she took alone in her own room and was left to herself till five o‘clock, when a large tea was served in Miss Evercreech’s room. Mrs Crean-Smith did not appear at this ceremony, which gathered Scottow, Jamesie and sometimes Nolan together and was awkwardly cheerful. Miss Evercreech attached importance to Marian’s attendance and seemed to regard this meal as a sort of assertion of her sovereignty. Scottow attended a little condescendingly, Jamesie giggled and Nolan was silent. Marian  talked effortfully; yet she looked forward to it. It was the nearest approach to ordinary social life which Gaze had to offer, so far. About six-thirty she returned to Mrs Crean-Smith, who was by then drinking whiskey, and stayed with her for supper at eight-thirty. At
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