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Author’s Note

IN THIS BIOGRAPHICAL novel about England and Virginia in the early eighteenth century, about the two Jacobite rebellions, the Radcliffe family and that of William Byrd of Westover, I have adhered scrupulously to facts, when they can be found. A great deal is known about some of these people at dramatic moments in their lives, and yet a great deal has been lost too. What records there are frequently conflict.

In my “Afterword” I have given my acknowledgments, some of my sources, a limited bibliography, and my reasons for drawing certain conclusions. Several people have suggested that I put this material at the end of the book, for the information of those who like such data. Many, however, read only for story—and I hope that they won’t be disappointed.

This book developed out of my love of Northumberland, from Tyneside (where my father was born) to the Scottish Border, whence many of my ancestors came. I know the country well, and have many friends and cousins there. I have struggled to indicate the flavor of the varying dialects, without swamping the reader, and may the Northumbrians forgive me for lapses!

My interest in the subject deepened when I found the story included the wild North Country dales, and Tyneside coal pits, as well as London life amongst members of British royalty and society. I was further gripped when the subject led me to Virginia, not only to William Byrd’s household and Williamsburg but on to the Piedmont wilderness.

It has taken me four years to do the writing and research on this book, though the wish to write it has, I think, always been latent—ever since my first years in England as a small child, when I heard the romantic tales current in my father’s family. These included our descent from George Seton, the last Earl of Winton. I’ve found scant proof of that, but in genealogical delvings on the spot I encountered the equally picturesque—and far more convincing—Snowdon story, and its interrelation with Charles Radcliffe. I was fired to try to write about these people, to try, with the help of all the documentation I could discover, to re-create their lives, and it seemed to me that their story included not only dramatic conflicts, but the themes of loyalty, and a “lost cause” as poignant as any of the lost causes with which history is studded.

The lovely burn which still flows by the pathetic ruins of Dilston Castle in Hexhamshire (Northumberland) is today called “Devil’s Water.” On eighteenth-century maps the possessive is dropped, as it is in my title. The “Devil’s Water” is an old simile for fear.

L’eau bénite du diable c’est la peur was a medieval French saying. The Radcliffes were perforce much occupied with various ways of transmuting the “Devil Water” into courage, as their family motto also indicates.

Genealogical charts are provided here. Also, there are maps of Northumberland and early Virginia, which accompany the text at appropriate places.
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One

THERE WAS THE sound of bitter weeping in the heavy air. Young Charles Radcliffe heard it as he rode down the hill from Dilston Castle towards the Devil Water. Those wild despairing sobs came only from a kitchen wench whose lover—a scurvy Hexham beggar—had four days since stolen a cow from the Dilston byre. The rogue had soon been caught with the cow, hidden in a copse. The castle steward said the thief had protested that his mother was starving—some such tale. But the thief was very properly hanged forthwith. The kitchen wench might think herself lucky that no more had happened to her than a good tongue-lashing from Mrs. Busby, the castle housekeeper. And yet the stupid girl, half crazed, they said, wept on and on. “Greeting,” they idiotically called weeping up here in their barbarous tongue, which was partly Scottish and partly the English of five hundred years ago, or so said Mr. Brown, the chaplain.

The unseen girl gave a louder wail and the noise aggravated all Charles’s pent-up boredom. The dripping mists lifted at last, and he rode aimlessly off in search of amusement.

The stream called Devil Water roared over cascades at the foot of the castle hill. It was in spate this September morning. There had been heavy rain on the moors to swell the burns with rushing brown water. Charles yanked at his mare’s bridle when they ambled across the stone bridge. He dismounted and peered down into the torrent wondering if there might be any salmon running—fighting from the Tyne up the rushing stream. If not salmon there would certainly be trout in the black pool beneath the Linnel Rocks.

Charles thought of shouting for a servant to bring his fishing gear, but then decided that the feckless knaves would not hear him up at the castle. Or if they did, would not bother to come. Undisciplined and sullen they were—these Northumbrians—silent when commanded, or muttering among themselves in their gobble-mouthed dialect.

It would be different when James came home from France. He’d beat manners into his servants and tenants. They’d have to obey their feudal lord, albeit they’d never yet seen him. Aye, thought Charles, sighing, nor have I seen him since I was nine. He turned abruptly and mounted his mare, having lost interest in fishing. The mare trotted across the bridge, and downstream towards the mill where the miller’s children often fed her apples. Charles let her pick her own way while wondering, not for the first time, nor without uneasiness, about the brother who was soon coming home.

Brother James. The Heir. The most noble Earl of Derwentwater, Viscount Radcliffe and Langley, Baron Tyndale. All that and yet but twenty. Owner too of estates in Northumberland, Cumberland, and other counties, a landed heritage so vast that Sir Marmaduke said there was no other nobleman in England’s North could surpass it. James’ll be proud as Lucifer, Charles thought, and play the master over me—the frenchified popinjay!

At once Charles felt familiar stabs of envy and guilt. James had not been in France these seven years for trivial reasons. He had been sent there in 1702 to companion his cousin, James Stuart, in exile. “James the Third of England,” this cousin should have been now, had not that fat old frump of a Queen Anne proved an unnatural daughter, and allowed the scurvy Protestants to hoist her on the throne. May she rot! Charles thought, but without much heat. During his childhood in London he had never seen Queen Anne. Nor were the long-ago wrongs suffered by the deposed James the Second very real to Charles, despite the occasional harpings of Sir Marmaduke and Cousin Maud. Charles clicked his tongue impatiently as he thought of these two good people who had taken him into their Yorkshire home when his father died four years since. Sir Marmaduke Constable was a wispy, earnest man, cousin to the Radcliffes through his mother. When the second Earl died Sir Marmaduke had been appointed Charles’s guardian. Cousin Maud was his faded spinsterish wife, who often lamented the loss of the vocation she had felt as a girl, when many of her friends had professed as nuns in Belgium. But she was a conscientious woman, and anxiously performed all her duties—except the production of an heir to Sir Marmaduke. They were both up at the castle now, fussing over the shabby dusty rooms, empty so many years, worrying over the dilapidations James would find when he came home to claim his patrimony. And doubtless they were irritably asking the housekeeper and the new priest they’d just taken as chaplain, where Master Charles could have gone off to in such damp unhealthy weather?

Charles’s young face tightened. He rubbed his dirty forefinger tenderly over his chin, feeling the golden prickles which had lately begun to sprout. He straightened his shoulders. They were broad enough for a man’s. He felt manhood surging in him, manhood and the need for mastery. But Cousin Maud clucked over him as though he were a child, never letting him forget that he was scarce sixteen and a younger brother. The youngest brother—for there was Francis, too, coming back with James from the exiled Court at St. Germain.

Charles slapped his horse’s rump and turning the startled mare spurred her to a gallop. Back over the bridge they clattered, up the castle hill and past Dilston village, along the muddy road which led northward to the Tyne. As they entered a gloomy wood the mare snorted and shied.

“Saint Mary! You jade, what ails you!” Charles cried angrily, for he almost lost his seat. Then he saw. From the stout limb of a beech tree there hung a gibbet—an iron cage slowly turning in the wind. In the cage was the chained and bloated corpse of a naked man. The tongue lolled from a black mouth hole, the cut rope still dangled from the livid neck down the matted black curls on the chest. The stench, which the trembling mare had first caught, made Charles retch.

It was the corpse of the thief for whom the kitchen wench was wailing. As the custom was, he had been hanged here where he had been caught.

Charles swallowed and made the sign of the cross. He had seen no dead man before. The chained thing that hung there in the iron gibbet frightened and shamed him. It had been only a lad by the look of the twisted body. And to end like this—inhuman, evil, hanging with no shred of decent covering while the ravens tore off gobbets of flesh and the bones rotted and crumbled throughout the years.

A peculiar feeling came over Charles as he tried to look away and could not, and he thought of the kitchen wench. He did not recognize the sensation as pity, but he muttered, “I’ll make them cut it down. She can bury it properly.”

In voicing this resolve he lost it, knowing what Sir Marmaduke and the steward would say. These were wild lawless parts up near the Border. Thievery must be punished at once. The thing in the gibbet hung there as a deterrent. And the lad—not a Catholic of course—had been damned anyway. To brood over the disgusting sight had in it something of the mollycoddle, the chickenhearted.

Charles shook himself, and backing the mare up the road guided her through the woods far around the gibbet.

When he reached the bridge over the Tyne he paused. He had meant to cross to Corbridge, an ancient market town first settled by the Romans. It offered modest entertainment, which Charles had managed to sample during his month at Dilston. The “Angel” served good arrack punch, and the barmaid was not averse to a bit of cuddling behind the taproom door.

Today the Angel did not appeal. Charles decided to ride into Newcastle by the south bank of the Tyne, which he had never explored. As he cantered along the riverbank his mood lightened. Action and new sights were ever a cure for megrims. He did not slacken pace for the village of Riding Mill, where two giggling girls jumped off the road to safety as he galloped by. Charles heard one of them cry out, “I’ fakins, ’tis young Radcliffe o’ Dilston! Oh, but he seems a canny-looking lad!”

Charles tossed his head and gave the girls a grin over his shoulder. Up here “canny” was a compliment, already he had learned that.

Charles had no interest in his appearance. His straight fair hair was clubbed back with a greasy black ribbon, his blue plush coat had once been fashionable, but he had outgrown it; his broad shoulders strained the seams, his young bony wrists protruded. The reddened hands were slender, long-fingered, and according to Cousin Maud proclaimed his Stuart blood, as did the thin nose set between large heavy-lidded gray eyes. His grandfather, Charles the Second, had been a swarthy Stuart; Charles was a fair Stuart, but the resemblance was unmistakable, they said. Always, however, managing to ignore the other side, about which Charles had once dared to twit Sir Marmaduke. “Yes, sir, to be sure I’m proud of royal blood—but what of my grandmother? Tell me of her, a play actress was she not, like Nell Gwynn?”

This had irritated his cousin, who assured him sharply that there was no resemblance between Nell Gwynn and Moll Davis, that the latter came of noble stock. “Albeit from the wrong side of the blanket, too!” Charles had brashly murmured, and incurred a beating from Sir Marmaduke, and the command to hold his tongue about matters of which he knew nothing.

But Charles did know about his ancestry. A gossipy London nurse had seen to that long ago. The Radcliffes were of ancient North Country lineage and they had always kept to the old faith, despite the tribulations they sometimes suffered for it. The Radcliffes had also been shrewd and acquisitive. Fortunate too, since each generation had found a Roman Catholic heiress to marry, one who brought yet more manors and castles into the family. The Radcliffes had been knighted and made baronets, but they were neither noble nor of the great London world until Charles’s other grandfather, Sir Francis Radcliffe, turned out to be the shrewdest, most acquisitive, and by far the luckiest of them all. He had profited by the brief return of Catholicism to England under James the Second, and angled successfully both for marriage to a Stuart and a peerage. The Stuart marriage was that of his son Edward to Lady Mary Tudor, youngest of the many children by many mistresses Charles the Second recognized. Lady Mary was the daughter of Moll Davis, whose sweet singing and graceful dancing at the Duke’s Playhouse had one evening caught the King’s ever-roving and desirous eye. Moll’s mother had been a milkmaid, but her father was Lord Berkshire, and both Nell Gwynn and Lady Castlemaine had been furious at this unexpected rival. Nell had even managed to lace little Moll’s chocolate with jalap one night when the new favorite was to receive the King in the smart London house he had given her. Whether it was the resulting embarrassment for Moll—caused by this powerful purgative—which cooled the King’s ardor, or whether it was the lovely Louise de Kéroualle’s charms, nobody knew. At any rate, Moll Davis soon fell from favor, though the King ennobled their daughter, little Mary Tudor, casually bestowing on her the most exalted royal surname of them all. Thus by his son’s marriage to this child—who was thirteen in 1687—Sir Francis Radcliffe achieved connection with royalty and the peerage for which he yearned. King James created Sir Francis the Earl of Derwentwater in March of the following year, just before the revolution which deposed the Catholic king and enthroned William and Mary.

Charles Radcliffe had always found the Moll Davis tale entertaining but remote. He had known none of his grandparents. His mother, the second Countess of Derwentwater, who had been that little Mary Tudor—she was another matter. For her Charles felt the baffled bitterness of the deserted child. He had not seen his mother since he was six, on the day she abandoned them all—James, Francis, Charles himself, and the baby Mary. Charles remembered the pungent scent of his mother’s curls as she kissed him coldly on the forehead, saying “Farewell, child. Render obedience to your father, though I no longer intend to.”

Charles had not then understood these words. He did not quite now. They might have referred to her Protestantism and the Radcliffes’ Papacy, or far more likely to her infatuation with another man. She had married twice since her husband’s death and gone to live abroad. I wonder if she’s dead, Charles thought. The Constables never spoke of her, but then there were many uncomfortable topics which they never mentioned.

And much good my Stuart blood does me, thought Charles, stuck as I am either on a Yorkshire moor or in this dingy hole. The mare had now carried him along the Tyne into the coal country. The green riverbank was stippled with black piles, scaffoldings, and great yawning pits. The acrid smell of coal dust and smoke thickened the air. Soon, at the edge of Gateshead, the road was lined with mean little miners’ hovels, roofed with turf. Suddenly Charles was blocked by a Galloway pony and cart full of coals which cut straight across his path. The cart came from the Bensham colliery a mile away and was bound for the Tyne. The wagon wheels ran on an oaken track the like of which Charles had never seen. A ragged ten-year-old urchin at the pony’s head was softly whistling a plaintive tune while he tugged at the reluctant pony. Charles knew nothing of coal mining but these signs of activity caught his interest. He turned the mare and followed the cart as it trundled along the track until they reached the river where there was a wharf, called a staith. The sultry sun burnished the leaden waters of the Tyne. On the opposite bank in Newcastle, chimneys, roofs, Guild Hall, and the great quay all floated in a smoky haze.

Charles rode onto the staith and watched while the cart was dumped into a waiting keelboat. “Oof,” he said, backing hastily from the choking cloud of coal dust.

The small boy at the pony’s head chuckled rudely at the stranger’s discomfiture. Charles was annoyed and, frowning, examined the boy attentively. He was a skinny child with coarse dark hair and alert hazel eyes in a sooty, square Northumbrian face. There was a cockiness about him and total lack of the deference Charles was accustomed to from the lower classes. The boy’s nose was bleeding slightly.

“Been fighting, I see,” Charles said, shrugging.

“Wuns!” said the boy wiping the blood off with the back of his hand. “Dost call it a fight wen the pit-overman bangs out wi’ a clout?”

“What for?” said Charles. He didn’t quite like the boy, and yet he felt strong curiosity about him.

“Fur that I slipped wile dumping a chaldron i’ the cart, that’s wot.”

“Oh,” said Charles. “Aren’t you very young for dumping coals?”

“Leuk man!” said the boy with an impudent grin. “Ye ask a lot o’ questions, an’ I’ll fend off the rest. M’name’s Rob Wilson, I’m ten I guess. I been warking the pits one way or t’other five year, me big brother’s doon there i’ the keelboat, the overman’s waiting at Bensham pithead, an’ if I divven’t gan back there soon I’ll get another punch, d’ye twig?”

Charles nodded reluctantly, amused by what was essentially an expert snubbing. He watched the sturdy independent set of Rob’s shoulders as the boy backed the pony up the staith and trudged away towards the pithead for another load. As he trudged Rob began to whistle again—the plaintive minor tune, which even Charles recognized as being both musical and unchildlike.

An odd little knave, Charles thought, and the air being now clear of coal dust he rode down the staith and peered into the keelboat, which was squat and broad. It had oars, one small furled sail, and a tiny cabin. The rest of the boat contained two keelmen busily spreading the dumped coals.

The keelmen each had red rags around their foreheads to keep sweat from their eyes, their grimy hair was plastered down save for a lovelock at each temple. The locks were twisted up in paper like horns. The men wore short, tight breeches and were naked to the waist. And they were black, a glistening black compounded of sweat and coal dust. Near as black as a Negro slave Charles had seen long ago in London. Charles stared and began to laugh.

The larger of the keelmen, a great brawny young man, jerked up his head. His eyes flashed blue between the sooty lids. “Gan awa’!” he cried to Charles. “Wha’s thou think to be, a-nickering an’ gawking at us!”

Charles’s life had provided few comical sights, and he continued to chuckle at this one, nor did he quite understand the keelman’s speech. The young keelman jumped from his boat to the staith, and advanced with his chin out. “Hast niver seen a keelman afore? Art wanting a brawl? Get off that nag, ye toad, and I’ll show thee how much there’s to laugh at in a keelman’s fists!”

Charles controlled his mirth. “No offense,” he said pleasantly. “But you do look like a couple of horned beetles heaving away in that coal.”

The keelman had been but semiserious, though touchy and eager to fight as were all keelmen. His scowl continued as he listened to Charles’s comment, but the fierce blue eyes grew puzzled. “Gentry, begock!” he said. “An’ a Southron by the sound o’ him!” He turned to his workmate, who was resting on his shovel and watching the two on the staith. “What sayst thou, Neddy? Shall we learn him not to call us ‘beadles’?”

“Hoot, Dick,” answered Ned from the keelboat, “’tis only a lad. Leave be! Here’s the next load a-coming an’ this one not spread. If Black Will cotch us, he’ll make ould Creeper dock our pay.”

“Then we’ll go on steek again!” said Dick. “We niver got the pawky shilling we axed for last time. They needna think they can starve us out. The keelmen’ll mutiny ’til justice is done. We’re not afeard o’ pit-owners, nor hostmen, nor yet shipmasters neither!”

Despite these brave words, Dick clambered down to the boat and picked up his shovel. Charles, who had been listening intently, hastily pulled the mare back as another cartload of coal guided by a different boy came down the track onto the staith and was dumped. The black cloud subsided, and Charles approached the boat. “D’you mean you’d really strike against your masters?” he asked with reproof.

Dick hunched his back and did not answer, but Ned, who was more easygoing, said, “Aye, young sir, when they squat i’ their mansions glutting meat an’ swilling fancy wine, yet cry ‘Poor mouth, poor mouth’ whilst we crack our bones to load their coals for Lunnon town an’ some pay nights get naught at all.”

Charles considered this without belief. Servants and laborers always got paid, or at least they got their board and lodging, and they certainly should not be allowed to mutiny for any reason. “Who’s Black Will and old Creeper?” he asked curiously, whereupon Dick whirled round and shouted, “For the matter o’ that, who art thou? A spy mebbe—with all thy nosy questions!”

“I’m not a spy. I’m a Radcliffe of Dilston. I’ve only been up here a month and I don’t know a thing about your stupid coal pits.”

Dick elevated his brows until they touched the red rag. He elaborately laid down his shovel and executed a deep mocking bow across the coals. “A Radcliffe!” he said to Ned. “D’ye hear that? Not mere gentry, Neddy, marra—but a lord. We s’ld be honored by his lordship’s questions.”

“I’m not a lord,” said Charles stiffly. “My brother is. The Earl of Derwentwater. He’ll soon be home from France.”

Dick gave Charles a long sardonic look. “’Umble as we be, we still knaw that,” he said. “Iverybody Tyneside knaws that, an’ quite a few wonders how it’ll be when his lordship gets hyem. Him being Papist and kin to that prince o’er the water.”

“Whist—Dicky,” said Ned uneasily. “Hould yor gob, divven’t gabble so free!” Dick shrugged and both keelmen went on spreading the coal in silence. As Charles had no idea how anything would be when James came home, and had heard little Jacobite talk in the secluded Yorkshire manor where he had spent his last years, he found nothing more to say. A cart reappeared on the track, and Charles turned reluctantly to leave. Dick interested him despite his truculence. And now that Charles was used to the horned lovelocks and the sweaty blackness, he saw how admirable were the physiques of the two young men; their thick strength and rippling muscles were bred from years of shoveling the chaldrons of coal up into the holds of the ships which waited downriver.

He murmured “Farewell,” but the men paid no attention. He turned the mare, then pulled her up as a girl came running down the path by the track. “Dickie! Dickie!” she called, her voice high with frightened urgency.

Dick looked up, then jumped again to the staith. “What’s ado, lass? Meg, hinny, what ails thee?” His voice was suddenly gentle, and Charles had the impression that the big keelman would have hugged the girl had he not been so sooty.

The girl was panting, half crying, as she tried to speak.

“’Tis Nan—been i’ the straw since daybreak—the howdy says she’ll not last through it—she’s calling for Geordie.”

Dick licked his lips, staring at the girl. He understood, as Charles did not, that her sister Nan was in labor and that the midwife thought she would die. Charles understood only grave emergency, and he saw that the girl was very young. A brown little thing, with tangled nut-brown hair, round eyes brown as peat water, rumpled russet bodice and skirt, and dusty bare feet.

“Canst not fetch Geordie?” said Dick frowning.

She shook her head. “I tried. Squire William himsel’ was there at the pithead. He wouldna let them send word down. He said—” she gave a sharp sob and twisted her hands, “said I was crazed to dare to summons a pitman from wark, only because a brat was a-birthing. I told him Nanny was dying, and he said ‘Let her then.’”

Dick’s fists clenched. “Damn Black William’s guts! Damn him! Oh, I’ll get Geordie from the pit.”

“I pray so,” she whispered. “But how can thee?”

Dick grabbed a homespun shirt from the staith rail, pulled it over his head. “I’ve means,” he said. “Ned, do the best ye can, if ould Creeper comes tell him I’m took wi’ sudden gripes.” He turned to the girl. “I’ll bring Geordie. Hurry back to Nan. Canst make it, lass? Ye’re shaking.”

“Could I take her on the mare?” offered Charles. The girl started. She had not noticed Charles. Dick had forgotten him, but he nodded quickly. “’Tis a welcome offer if ye’ll be so kind,” and he began to run up the track towards the highway and the Park colliery to find his eldest brother Geordie.

Charles helped the girl clamber up behind him on the mare, where she perched lightly, her arms around Charles’s waist. She did not speak except to give muffled directions.

They passed the bridge to Newcastle, turned south a bit, and came to another row of squalid stone hovels all alike. “There,” said the girl, pointing, “thank’ee,” and slipping off the horse she ran toward the center cottage. In front of it there was a group of pit-women. They made way for the girl, gaped at Charles, and then, peering in through the door and shaking their heads, resumed a dreary murmuring.

Charles had no reason to linger, but he was anxious to know if Dick would manage to get Geordie here in time. And he hoped to see the girl again. The modest delicate touch of her arms around his waist had been pleasant.

After a bit, as nothing happened, Charles rode down the road towards a smoking wooden structure he saw looming against the sky. He suspected that it might be the colliery where Geordie worked, and soon had confirmation, when he rode through an open gate and was hailed by a lanky man on a bay stallion. “Halt! What’s the meaning o’ this, fellow! Don’t ye know you’re trespassing?”

The man had very sharp black eyes, set near together in a purple-veined flabby face. He wore a cocked hat trimmed with braid over his own coarse grizzled hair, and a sober brown coat with pewter buttons.

“Forgive me, sir. I’ve no wish to intrude,” said Charles in his politest manner. “I saw the gate open and was curious to see a colliery. It is one, isn’t it?”

“This is the Park Pit, and I’m the owner o’ it, Esquire William Cotesworth. Ah, I see ye’ve heard of me.”

Charles had given a blink. So this was Black Will, and how could Dick possibly get Geordie out from under this long bulbous nose?

“And I’ve seen your face before,” added Cotesworth, whose driving brain was ever vigilant of smallest details. “Or one like it. Well, speak up, knave, who are ye?”

“Charles Radcliffe of Dilston,” said Charles, resenting Cotesworth’s tone and beginning to dislike him as much as Dick did.

“Ah, the Honorable Charles Radcliffe, to be sure,” said Cotesworth with a sudden twisted smile which did not affect the cold stare. “That’s who ye look like, a Radcliffe. Matter o’ twenty years since I had some dealings wi’ his lordship your father. He bilked me out o’ six guineas for tallow and wine he ordered.”

“What!” cried Charles. “You’re mad, sir! My father never cheated anyone in his life, and I assure you earls do not concern themselves with household provisioning.”

“All the same I niver got m’ six guineas. I’m a plain North Country man and I speak plain. I hear the new Earl’s coming home, and ye may tell him I expect the account to be settled.”

“No doubt my brother’s steward will see you’re paid,” said Charles with all the condescension he could muster above an impulse to punch that knobby tight-lipped face. “So you deal in tallow and wine as well as coals,” he added bitingly. “A Jack-of-all-trades.”

The muscles flickered around Cotesworth’s eyes, but he ignored Charles’s tone. “I’ve many trades,” Cotesworth agreed blandly. “But ye may also tell your noble brother white roses aren’t one of ’em.”

Charles blinked again. He knew that the white rose was the Jacobite emblem, and he was annoyed into saying, “So you’d not hope to see the rightful king on the throne when Queen Anne dies!”

“The rightful king’ll never be a Papist,” said Cotesworth. “Good day. In future keep off m’land!” He sat motionless while Charles rode back through the gate onto the roadway. Then Cotesworth shut the gate and trotted off to his pithead.

Insufferable boor, Charles thought. I hope James never gives him his miserable six guineas! But he felt that there was something more sinister about Squire Cotesworth than a long memory for a trivial debt.

Charles presently got back to the row of miners’ hovels, and saw Dick standing on the street, watching him come. Charles spurred the mare and galloped up. “You got here! Did you bring Geordie?”

“Oh aye,” said Dick. “He’s in wi’ poor Nanny.”

“But how did you ever do it? I’ve just been to the pit, I met Black Will, you never got past him!”

Dick grinned. A streak of white in the dirty face. “The Park’s an ould pit, laddie. Our grandfather hewed in it. There’s passages to the outside Cotesworth divven’t knaw, but Geordie an’ me do. Now I’m off to join m’marra in the keelboat. Gan thou hyem to thy castle. Gatsheed pits’re no place for quality.” He gave a mocking, not unfriendly wave, and hastened back towards the Bensham staith where Ned was working.

Charles did not take Dick’s advice. He dismounted instead and knocked timidly at the Wilson door, which was now shut. The girl opened it, and looked astonished, but her eyes were shining and a clear rose color had come into her cheeks. “She’s better,” she whispered. “Nanny’s better, the moment Geordie came she took heart.”

“Is the baby—” said Charles awkwardly, and stopped.

“Aye—’tis born. A fine boy. I guess ’twill be another pitman some day, poor bairnie. It seems to me a fearful life.” She turned as someone spoke in the house, and answered, “Aye, I will so.” She came out of the hovel and shut the door. “I’m to get ale frae the Lion in case Nanny fancies some.”

Charles tethered the mare and walked along beside the girl, whose brown head barely reached to his shoulder. “I didn’t know a pitman’s lass would think this a fearful life, if you’re used to it,” he offered diffidently.

“But I’m not!” she cried flashing up at him like an indignant kitten. “Did you think me a Tynesider? I’m from Coquetdale—from the North on the Border,” she emended as she saw him look puzzled. “Can ye not hear-r it in m’speech? They tease me enough.”

All the speech he had heard today had sounded strange to Charles, but now he noticed that she made her r’s with a throaty little burr, and yet he found her easier to understand than Dick’s broad Tyneside. As they went to the Lion and waited for ale and walked back again, Charles learned something about the girl.

Her name was Margaret Snowdon, but everyone called her Meg. She was fifteen. She had been born near a remote village called Tosson on the Coquet river, as had her big brothers and her sister Nan. Their mother had died last January and then Meg had been sent to her sister in Gateshead. The father, John Snowdon, was one of a large clan of Snowdons who lived in Coquetdale. John Snowdon was a farmer, but he was also something of a scholar. In the long winter nights he read many books, mostly sermons, and he had taught all his children to read and write. He lived in an isolated peel tower and saw little of his kinsmen, for he was a Dissenter—a Calvinistic form of Protestantism Charles barely knew existed. Charles was familiar only with Protestants who belonged to the Established Church of England. Meg’s father held with the Scottish church, which was frowned on in England.

“But are you Scots then?” Charles asked, not greatly interested, but anxious to keep Meg talking, for without questions she fell shyly silent.

“Lord save us, but no!” cried the girl with so much horror that Charles laughed.

“We’re Northumbr-r-ians,” said Meg tilting her chin. “M’faither and brothers’d not thank ye for thinking us part o’ those thieving shifting Scots across the Border!”

Charles had heard of Border raids, and received the impression that the English gave as good as they got when it came to sudden forays, pillage, and cattle-stealing, but he made no comment, for it suddenly occurred to him that Meg was pretty, and that he would like to kiss her. They had returned to the Wilson doorstep, and the girl clutching her jug of ale was about to disappear inside.

“Meg—” he said putting his hand on her smooth brown arm, “will you come out again? I’ll give you a ride over to Newcastle—there might be a cockfight or such.” He was not sure what diversion the town could offer.

Meg’s little face brightened. “I heard the Faws’re camping by Jesmond,” she said eagerly. “They’ll ha’ a piper. I hanker fur the pipes.”

“The Faws?” asked Charles still holding her arm.

“Egyptians and tinklers,” said the girl. “We call them Faws. They wander England but live on the Border.” The need for explanation reminded her of the gulf between herself and this tall good-looking lad who was staring down at her so winningly. She turned and releasing her arm put her hand on the door latch. “Nanny might need me,” she said, “—and Dick wouldna like that I go wi’ ye.”

“Why not?” said Charles frowning. “Has he the say over you?”

She lowered her lashes, staring at the doorstep. “He has a mind to court me,” she answered slowly. “If he can put by a few shilling, but ’tis mortal hard.”

“Well, you’re not bound to him now,” said Charles whose ardor was increased by this opposition. As she still hesitated his face changed and lost its boyish diffidence. “Come along, Meg!” he said sharply. “You know you want to and I think it unseemly that you should argue with me.”

Unseemly to gainsay the son of an earl, the grandson of a king—his thought needed no voicing for Meg to understand it. Dick, while in the hovel, had explained just who the lad was, and she swallowed nervously, half flattered and half frightened. “I’ll see what Nanny says.” She turned and slipped through the door, leaving Charles to stand on the road, his spurt of haughtiness evaporated.

Inside the pitman’s cottage, Geordie had gone and Nan was asleep, so Meg put the jug of ale on the only table and consulted the midwife.

Mrs. Dodd was town-bred and a great respecter of rank, unlike Meg’s kinfolk. Up in the dales on the Border, there was neither servility nor feudal spirit. Each family was pretty much a law unto itself, and did as it pleased regardless of earls or dukes or even the Queen.

Mrs. Dodd, never backward with advice, settled the matter of Meg’s invitation at once. “Ye obey your betters, m’lass—and do as the young gent wants. If he’s took a fancy to ye, ye might wheedle from him a pound or two which’d not come amiss here as I can see.” The midwife gave a disdainful sniff towards the frowzy straw pallet where Nan slept with the baby. “No need to mention it to your sister or that Dick Wilson neither. I’ll bide till ye get back.”

Meg’s heart beat fast as she washed her face in the pail, tidied her hair with Nan’s comb, put on her one pair of shoes, and going outside said shyly to Charles, “I’ll come, sir.”

Charles and Meg had a glorious afternoon. They rode the mare across the Tyne Bridge and then explored Newcastle. They gaped at the Blackgate and St. Nicholas’ Church. They went to the squalid quarter near Sandgate where Dick and many of the keelmen lived, they explored the dark alleys Meg said were called “chares,” they walked out on the great quay and admired the line of barges with foreign flags, ships from Sweden, Holland, and even Turkey. Sailors were unloading bales of damask, barrels of figs and indigo, while the outgoing cargoes of tallow and candles lay ready on the wharf. “Must be Squire Cotesworth’s,” said Meg pointing to the bales. “’Tis his chandlery’s mark. And some of those colliers down river’re his too.”

Charles glanced at the great ships lying at anchor, and said, “Black William’s done well for himself.”

“Aye,” said the girl. “Naught but a poor yeoman to start with, but the de’il’s taught him all his tricks.”

“And the devil may have him,” said Charles absently. “Where are those Faws you spoke of?” He was tiring of sights and wishful of getting Meg to a more secluded spot. Once, on the quay, he had put his arm around her, but she had slipped away.

They remounted the mare and went along Pilgrim Street, where there were many fine shops, but the young people scarcely glanced at the silks and furbelows to be glimpsed through the twinkling-paned windows. Charles had no taste for shopping and Meg no acquisitiveness at all. They passed through the city wall at Pilgrim Street Gate and presently came to the town moor. Soon they saw an encampment of brightly painted wagons around a fire and heard the skirling of the small Northumbrian pipes.

“Ah—” whispered Meg on a deep breath. “The bonny sound! Why ’tis the very band o’ Faws who were camped near our burn yesteryear. Mother had them do tinkering fur us. The piper’s called Jem Bailey. Hark! He’s playing ‘On Cheviot side the wind bla-aws wide—’ Is’t not beautiful?”

Charles did not think it beautiful at all, he distinguished no melody in the shrill squealing of the pipes, but he saw that Meg’s face had melted into a look of yearning and exaltation.

“You’re homesick?” he asked, startled.

“Aye, hinny,” she answered without thinking, using to him the Tyneside pet name, which Dick often used to her. “Homesick fur the winds and the moors and the hills, fur the sound of the pipes through the mist on Ravensheugh.”

Charles slid off the mare and helped her down. “Don’t think of all that now!” he said with sudden petulance. “You’re here with me. Can’t you think about me?”

She was startled. It was true that she had forgotten him while the pipes evoked her father’s stern face, the rough-hewn ones of her brothers, and the aching memory of her mother’s smile as they had once all gathered around the hearth by the flickering light of the peat fire. If only the bitterness of exile in the stifling pit-hovels of Gateshead could be over. If only she might go home. Meg was overcome with hopelessness. Dick would not let her go. And her father would not let her come back either, for he had decided that she must stay south three years. To better herself—by which John Snowdon meant going into good service at Newcastle. There was a secretly dissenting minister there, Mr. Smithson. Snowdon had heard of him through Mr. Dean, the Presbyterian minister on the Border at Falstone. They had exchanged letters. Mr. Smithson had agreed to take Meg into his home after Christmas to teach her the Gospel, while his wife taught her sewing, brewing, and cookery, of a refinement unknown in Coquetdale. It was all arranged, and John Snowdon never changed his mind.

“Well—” said Charles, who had been watching her face darken and the pink mouth droop at the corners. “Cat got your tongue, Meg?”

“No, sir.” She tried to smile up at him. “I’m sorry. ’Tis only that m’heart is heavy because I can’t be hame.”

“You mean you’re going to wed Dick Wilson?”

She sighed. “I’ll have to—or into service as m’faither wants.”

They had begun to walk towards the Faw wagons, but the pipes had stopped. Charles put his arm around Meg’s shoulders, and squeezing her to him said, “You don’t love Dick, or you wouldn’t talk like that.”

“I divven’t knaw,” she said after a moment, but she did not draw away. The tingle of closeness, and the pleasure it gave her caught her unaware. She began to breathe faster. Charles heard it and, bending, gave her a quick awkward kiss on the cheek. At once they both blushed, and moved apart. “Look at that old crone,” said Charles hastily at random.

A skinny woman in a dirty pink skirt and brass earrings made beckoning gestures in their direction, while she sat on a three-legged stool by the campfire. Jem Bailey, the piper, stood watchfully behind her. He wore a large black felt hat with a sprig of heather stuck in the buckle. The small Northumbrian pipes dangled from their red plush bag, the bellows were fastened around his waist and right elbow.

“The Faws tell a body’s fate,” said Meg doubtfully. “She wants ye to gi’ her silver.”

“Why not?” Charles cried. “I’d like to hear my future!” He walked up to the Faw woman. “Here’s sixpence for you. Tell me something fine.”

The old woman took the sixpence, bit it between her two remaining teeth, then dropped it down her dirty bodice. She peered up at the tall youth, and stiffening spoke quickly in Romany to the piper, who gave an exclamation. A dozen swarthy men who had been currying their horses and donkeys behind the wagons, now glided up to the campfire. They said nothing. They stood silent and watched.

The sun had set, gloaming stole across the heath, and Charles had an uneasy pang as he saw the piper eying his mare avidly.

The Faw woman’s beady eyes remained fixed on Charles. She said something unintelligible in a soft hissing voice. The piper stopped gazing at the mare and translated what was obviously a command. “Maria says we’ll not harm thee, or thine. She sees the white rose on thy brow. We Faws follow the white rose.”

The old woman nodded and suddenly grabbed Charles’s hand. She squinted at it, poked along one of the lines with her cracked fingernail, then dropped the hand. She folded her arms and looked again at Charles with what seemed to be pity and fear.

“What does she see?” asked Charles uncomfortably. “What does the old hag see?”

The piper himself appeared astonished and questioned Maria rapidly. She shook her head, and finally said a few reluctant words. The piper translated with the same reluctance. “She sees the white rose wither and turn black. She sees a sword. She’ll not say more, she’s afraid.”

“What of?” said Charles tossing his head. “All flowers fade, and as for swords, I expect to do some fighting in my time, ’tis a gentleman’s calling. Can’t she do better than that? What about love?” He squeezed Meg’s waist.

The woman understood him, and was annoyed by his tone. She spoke again, and the piper drew a quick breath. He stared at Meg, then turned to Charles. “The royal blood in thy veins is accursed. True love cannot flow in it. No sweetheart need hope for true love from thee.” He glanced again at Meg and shrugged. “Also Maria says that in thy palm she saw an axe—a red axe.”

Meg gasped and tugged at Charles’s arm. “Come awa’, sir. They’re out to frighten ye.”

“Bah!” said Charles. “Not with that folderol!” though he had barely prevented himself from making the sign of the cross. He turned on his heel, the girl with him, and they mounted the mare.

The Faws watched them go. After a few paces the piper squeezed the bellows with his elbow and a mournful wailing pierced the twilight. Meg shuddered. It was “The Lament for a Dying Chieftain” that the piper played; her heart was full of fear, and another feeling, which centered on the boy who rode in front of her. But she said nothing.

Charles spurred the mare to a canter, and they soon left the heath and passed again through Pilgrim Street Gate, where they slowed down.

“I dislike your Faws,” said Charles angrily. He had recovered from his momentary disquiet, and dismissed the crone’s vaporings. Yet the tender mood had vanished, and he saw no means of regaining it.

Candles now gleamed in the city windows, the streets were dark. Meg would be in trouble if he did not get her home. For that matter, so would he. It was many miles back to Dilston, and long before this Sir Marmaduke would be pacing the courtyard, and Cousin Maud likely as not ringing the alarm bell and sending out grooms to find him. “I wish I was of age,” he said through his teeth, “and my own master.”

He had not spoken to Meg, but she heard and laid her cheek quickly on his shoulder in sympathy. The little gesture touched him, who had never known simple affection, and he said, “Meg sweet, you’ll meet me again, won’t you? When can you be free?”

She did not answer at once, and thought of all the reasons why she should not meet him again. When she spoke it felt to her as though someone else were speaking. “Sunday I might get out. Dick, Geordie, and wee Rob all go to their bed-fast mother at Shields. Nanny won’t question my leaving.”

Charles gave a happy laugh and they made plans in whispers. When the Newcastle bells pealed for services she would come to the riverbank west of the Bensham staith. This would shorten his ride a trifle, and she would wait until he came. Rain or shine.

When Charles put Meg down before the Wilson hovel, he took her chapped grimy little hand and gave it a fumbling kiss. Then he rode back to Dilston, his mind so full of Meg and the delightful though formless emotion she inspired that he was impervious to the exasperation of his guardians.

“This sort of vagabonding simply will not do!” cried Sir Marmaduke, his periwig askew with indignation. “Where have you been, sir, since early morn? Answer me at once!”

“Yes, where have you been, Charles?” echoed Cousin Maud. Her nose was red, her pale eyes even waterier than usual, for she had been much alarmed.

“Oh, I rode into Newcastle,” said Charles airily. “Nothing to make such a pother about. You said it was a good thing for me to get to know the country up here, and I’m not the child you think me. I can take care of myself!”

Sir Marmaduke continued to argue and threaten above a sense of growing helplessness. Short of locking Charles permanently in his room there seemed no way of making him promise to stay on the estate. Charles had changed of late. He was no longer a biddable lad, who only indulged in little pranks which a thrashing soon checked.

Finally in desperation the Constables called in their new chaplain. George Brown was a hard-working and scholarly Jesuit who had been attached to the Durham missions until his superior decided that he would be a suitable priest for the Earl of Derwentwater’s reopened chapel at Dilston. Mr. Brown, therefore, had known the Constables and Charles but a month, and was impartial. When a servant had summoned him, he walked into the Hall with his breviary in his hand, his sober black suit loose on his gaunt body. Like all priests during these uncomfortable times he neither wore a cassock nor was addressed publicly as “Father.” He listened to Sir Marmaduke’s account of Charles’s insubordination, then turned to the culprit, who looked decidedly impenitent. “Well, my son, I regret to hear that you refuse to obey the commands of the good people God has put in authority over you!”

To Charles’s astonishment there was a twinkle in the priestly eye. Charles said quickly, “I don’t, sir, at least nothing reasonable, but it’s dull here at Dilston, and I don’t see why I can’t ride out when and where I like.”

Nor did the priest. He glanced from the tall stubborn lad to the two fussing elders, saw with an inward sigh the eternal battle of the generations in progress, and said mildly, “But you are very late, my son. Lady Constable feared you had been set on by footpads.”

“Oh fiddle,” said Charles. “Nobody’d dare, they all seem to know the Radcliffes. Besides I can defend myself.”

“So everyone knows your high birth,” put in Sir Marmaduke with fresh grievance. “And dressed like a filthy plowboy, unattended, without even a sword, do you think people consider you do justice to your birth—and your brother’s rank?”

“I’ll dress better in future,” said Charles to Mr. Brown, whom he perceived to be an ally.

“I think,” said the priest to the Constables, “that if Master Charles will promise to watch his attire and not be out so late, he might be allowed a little freedom. Exercise is beneficial.”

Sir Marmaduke gave an angry grunt, his wife fluttered and dabbed her eyes, but neither dared dispute their chaplain’s decision. Cousin Maud, however, had the last word, and she flung it in Charles’s triumphant face. “How glad I shall be when dear James comes home, he will know how to control a forward boy who is barely out of the nursery!”

A chill dampened Charles. He bowed silently to his cousins and the priest, then escaped to the kitchen, where the cook glumly fed him cold meat pasty and a mug of ale.

This episode, while it secured Charles’s immediate freedom, also emphasized the need of making the most of it while there was time.

Two days after Charles’s ride to Gateshead a messenger arrived with a letter from the Earl to the Constables. It was written in a disconcerting mixture of French and English, and Sir Marmaduke had to call in the chaplain for help in deciphering the sprawling hand.

Then the purport was clear enough. On the twenty-fifth of July, Queen Anne had finally granted permission for her noble kinsman and his party to return home. The party included the Earl’s next youngest brother, Francis Radcliffe, his elderly bachelor uncle, Colonel Thomas Radcliffe, a priest-tutor, Father Benjamin Petre, and a Newcastle attorney, Roger Fenwick, who had crossed over to Holland to acquaint the young Earl with his Northumbrian affairs. All these people, and their servants, were gathered at Rotterdam awaiting suitable passage to London. They proposed, when they finally arrived in London, to stay with a distant cousin, Dr. John Radcliffe, who was a court physician and thought it well that the Earl should see something of his native city before proceeding North. The Earl finished by sending greeting to

 

le petit Charles, mes hommages to my kindsmen, Sir Marmed: & her Ldyship, whoume I estime profondement,

Yr humble & obedient servant

DERWENTWATER


 

“And so,” said Lady Constable anxiously when they had all heard the letter, “it won’t be long before he comes, but I wonder when! Will it be for Christmas? Dear, oh dear, I’m sure I don’t know how to plan. All those people—the bedrooms in a shocking state too, and I must find another cook, the only thing this one can properly make is that disgusting mess of entrails they call haggis.”

The men quickly vanished, Sir Marmaduke to worried consultation with the steward, the priest to his austere little room in the gatehouse, Charles in quest of his mare, while passionately wishing that it were Sunday and he could see Meg. He had dreamed of her each night, startling virile dreams of a kind he had not had before, and from which he awoke sweating, excited, and somewhat ashamed.

On Sunday morning Charles arose before five and slipped out of the castle before anyone awoke. He would miss Mass and there would be a fearful hullabaloo, but no matter. Later he would gracefully accept whatever penance Mr. Brown gave him. He avoided the wood where the thief hung in the gibbet, and cantered fifteen miles along tracks and muddy lanes towards the trysting place. He crossed the Derwent River, then began to look for the abandoned windmill Meg had told him of. He found it easily. It had been abandoned because of its situation next to a way-leave on which ran tracks from Sir Henry Liddell’s colliery near Ravensworth to his staith three miles away on the Tyne. The farmer had exacted enough rent for the way-leave across his property to enable him to buy a new farm he coveted.

On weekdays the clear morning air would have been acrid with smoke from a dozen nearby pits, a line of coal wagons would have been trundling by to the waiting keelboats. But today there was no danger of being seen. It was quiet around the crumbling mill, except for a blackbird singing in the branches of a scarlet-berried rowan tree which had escaped the hatchet.

Charles had barely time to tether the mare and begin to worry as to whether Meg had changed her mind before he saw her coming. She sped across a field in her bare feet, having left her shoes home. They would have hampered her for the two miles of running from the Wilsons’ cottage. Otherwise she wore her Sunday clothes—faded blue wool and a fresh-laundered white kerchief. Her brown hair was tied back with a bit of tape, for she owned no ribbons.

Charles went to meet her and then they both stopped dead, struck with embarrassment. “’Tis a fine day, sir,” said Meg. “I thought it might be yestere’en—the sun so red, I’m early, mebbe, the bells havena rung yet, Nanny thinks I’m off to see the minister in town, I divven’t lie though, she just thought it. Dick, Geordie, an’ Robbie went to their ould mother—” She knew she was gabbling, but Charles, of whom she too had dreamed, now seemed a stranger. He wore fawn-colored breeches, there were silver buttons on his riding coat, white ruffles at his throat and wrists, his black cocked hat was gold-laced, and a small sword dangled from his hip. He resembled the gallants she had seen riding haughtily through the Newcastle streets, and tears came into her eyes as she realized her wicked folly in coming. “I wouldna’ve knawn ye—” she faltered, in answer to his look of concern.

“Oh,” said Charles, not displeased. He had dressed up to impress her. His shyness passed as he saw hers; he put his arm around her waist and, laughing, pulled her to the mill. It was dark and quiet inside beneath the huge millstones. And there was a pile of old sacks on the rotting floor. “Let’s sit and talk,” Charles said, drawing her down onto the sacks beside him. “Have you breakfasted?”

She shook her head and Charles pulled a flask of port and some marchpane cakes from his pocket. He had found both in the dining hall on his way out, since he dared not go to the larders.

Meg was entranced by the sticky sweetness of Charles’s provisions, which were unknown to her, and the two eagerly consumed every drop and crumb. Charles had no previous knowledge of seduction, nor plan for it now; yet he noted that Meg’s nervousness had left her as the port warmed her veins, that her brown eyes grew brilliant, and soft red appeared on her cheekbones. She leaned back against his arm and sighed happily. He flung his hat to the corner of the mill and began to kiss her. After a moment of shrinking she returned his kisses. Her breath was sweet as violets, her little body yielded to his increasing ardor. Though once she cried out in protest, when he whispered hoarsely, “Don’t, Meg, don’t, sweetheart, I won’t hurt you.” She gave a little sob and shut her eyes, then clasping his neck tight with her arms, she let him do as instinct bade him.

But later when the sun slanted through the mill door, and aroused Charles from a delicious languor their thoughts were very different. Charles’s were exultant. He was a man now! No one could gainsay his manhood any more. He turned with a smile to kiss again the partner of so delightful an experience, and found Meg’s chest heaving, and tears dripping off her cheeks onto the sacking.

“Why come, poppet,” he said, half exasperated. “There’s no cause for weeping. What’s amiss?”

She pulled away from him and buried her face in her arms. He barely heard her choking voice. “I divven’t knaw that was going to happen. I divven’t guess ’twould be like that. I’ve brought shame to m’family.”

“They’ll never know,” said Charles confidently. “Silly girl, this happens every day ’twixt two young folk who take joy in each other.”

“Not wi’out a wedding first,” she cried, and sobbed harder. “I’ve done very wrong, but I love ye, sir. Mebbe the Faw woman cast a spell on me fur I began to love ye then.”

“Love is sweet,” said Charles abstractedly kissing the top of her head.

She twisted around to look up at him. “But there’s naught ahead fur us.” she said with dreary finality. “We may not love outside our class. ’Tis very wrong.”

Inexperienced as he was, it occurred to Charles that that particular wrong was widespread, but arguments wearied him, and he pulled her onto his lap, saying, “Smile, Meg! Smile the way you did before! You’re pretty as a posy when you smile.”

“Am I then?” she said striving to obey. In a while he had kissed and cozzened her back to a happier mood. When at last they parted, she had promised to meet him here the following Sunday.

On five Sundays, Charles and Meg kept their trysts in the old windmill. Nobody suspected them, though there had been such a fuss over the neglected Mass that Charles did not dare repeat his sin. He rearranged his meetings with Meg so that before leaving Dilston he might first attend the family Mass at eight. He avoided confession, in which he had been most irregular anyway, and he told a few shrewd lies to Sir Marmaduke, who had washed his hands of the rebellious boy.

On the last Sunday in October Charles set out as usual, though it was pouring with cold rain. For the first time he found himself reluctant to go. He felt tenderness for the girl, and gratitude for the pleasure she gave him, yet the first rapture had dwindled. He knew now all the secrets of her small body, and he knew precisely how she would act. She would be initially reluctant, even sullen, she would weep a while and worry about her wrongdoing, presently she would let him kiss her into surrender again. And despite the freezing rain, she would be waiting docilely inside the mill. Of all these things Charles was certain. Great then was his astonishment when he arrived sodden and quite late to find that Meg was not there. He frowned and peered around the dark building until he spied a piece of torn paper folded on the sacks. He carried it to the light and deciphered the childish scrawl: “Fareweel, sir. I’ll not forget thee but ’tis beter we meet na more.”

Charles gave a startled grunt. A hot flush stained his face. He felt betrayed, and after a stunned moment he solaced himself by kicking over the pile of sacks. So this was all her vows of love amounted to! The false trollop! Then it occurred to him that not only had she apparently had the effrontery to tire of him first, but that she had probably gone to Dick, whom he had ceased to consider as a rival long ago. In thinking back to their last tryst, Charles now remembered that Meg had fallen into heavy silences, had seemed about to speak and then stopped. That when they kissed at parting, she had clung to him and whispered, “I’ll pray for thy happiness!” She had then meant it as farewell?

She’d not get away so easily! Charles, smarting and suffering more than he let himself realize, mounted the mare and rode through Gateshead to the Wilson cottage. He had no idea what he was going to say, but he expected to find Meg there. He hammered on the door. It was opened by a taller, paler edition of Meg who had an infant at the breast and cried “Lawks a me!” as she stared at the thunderous young gentleman in the dripping greatcoat. “What can I do for ye, sir?”

“Where’s Meg?” cried Charles beyond discretion. “Is Meg here?”

Nan Wilson’s eyes narrowed and she drew back. “What’s it to thee, where Meg is? Who are ye?”

Charles did not answer. He could see into the tiny bare room behind, and there was nobody there. Nan put her hand on the latch to close the door. She had known that lately something was very wrong with Meg, and the world being what it was, had wondered if a man would likely be the cause. But the girl had never said anything. She had worked hard in the cottage, helping with the baby and the eternal filthy wash a pitman made, and she had been remarkably glum. Even when Dick came courting of a Saturday night, Meg had shown no lightening of spirit. She’d cling to her sister, and then tell poor Dick she had the headache when he wanted to take her to a jig in Sandgate, or to watch football on the fell. Meg was such a good, honest girl that Nan had not questioned her. Besides, they were proud, the Snowdons, and kept their troubles to themselves.

Yet now, as she looked again at the youth on her doorstep, her hand fell from the latch, and she said, “Would ye be the Mr. Radcliffe my husband tould me was here the day I birthed the babby?”

“Yes,” said Charles. “Where’s Meg?”

Nan opened the door and motioned him inside. “Come to the fire, an’ warm yoursel’—’tis bitter.”

Charles came in and stood beside the tiny grate, where a shovelful of coals burned sulkily. “Thank you,” he said with more grace, “and I pray you tell me where Meg is.”

“I cannot,” said Nan, putting the baby on the bed and fastening her bodice. “The lass is gone, I knaw not whither.”

“She—she is always out of a Sunday morning, isn’t she?” asked Charles, trying to be offhand. “To see a Dissenting minister in Newcastle?”

“Aye,” said Nan with a sharp look. “’Tis what I thought. But she’s not there, nor has been this month o’ Sundays. Maybe you know where she’s been instead these Sundays?”

Charles flushed and stared down at the bare grease-stained hearth. “I se ye do,” said Nan. She sighed and shook her head. “I’d niver’ve believed it o’ Meg, nor that she’d leave me as she did yestermorn, afore I waked, wi’ all her gear in a kerchief, and a note to say—” Nan stopped. The note had said, “I’m sick for home. I mun get back to the Coquet or die. My Sister, tell nobody this.” Nan had not told, though Dick had stormed and pleaded at her, and now this lad—Nan had a sudden fear. “Mr. Radcliffe,” she said, “ye’ve not got m’wee Meg in trouble, have ye?”

“In trouble,” repeated Charles blankly. “What trouble?”

Nan started and peered up into his face. “How ould are ye?” she snapped.

Charles answered resentfully. “Sixteen.”

“Oh lawks,” cried Nan, collapsing on the stool with an unwilling laugh. “I had thought ye full grown! Weel, sir, ’twon’t be long afore ye learn what trouble means ’twixt lad and lass, but niver mind that now.”

She was ashamed of her suspicion, which did Meg scant justice besides. A bit of love-making there had certainly been, a kiss or two and the poor girl’s heart sorely touched, but Meg, no doubt seeing with her usual good sense that any mingling with a gentleman was dangerous, had certainly put the most decisive end to it she could. So Nan reasoned, and she looked on Charles more kindly. “’Tis best to forget her, sir, she wishes it, and ye soon will. Why, when his lordship comes, fur sure he’ll bring a bevy o’ fair young ladies alang wi’ him. Ye’ll not hanker then for a simple lass like Meg.”

Part of Charles knew this to be true, and he wondered if there were a chance that James would bring any gay company to Dilston. Yet the sense of loss continued, and he said, “Mrs. Wilson, I pray you, tell me where Meg’s gone! It’s not to your brother-in-law, Dick, is it?”

Nan shook her head. “Nay, Dickie’s as ’wildered as you—an’ far more stricken,” she added with a rueful smile. Dick truly loved the foolish girl, and had made a shocking scene when he found her gone. So much so that Nan had nearly told him where to look, which would be the road north from Newcastle to Morpeth. But she had not.

Charles finally left Gateshead and started sadly back to Dilston. He passed the windmill and searched again inside. There was nothing there but field mice. As he sloshed through puddles on the riverbank, he tried to hold on to his anger at Meg, yet there was a lump in his chest, and unmanly prickling around his eyes. He did not speculate any more as to why or where Meg had gone, that was not his nature. When a thing was done it was done. But he found the days more tedious than ever now, and the sense of emptiness could only be assuaged by hard dangerous riding, by training the apathetic stable dogs to rat-catching, or by wandering back across the bridge to the Angel at Corbridge, where the giggling barmaid no longer seemed so attractive.
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