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HOUSE OF LORDS - 1913

My name is William Pilgrim.

Viscount William Pilgrim to give my full title, having taken my seat in the House of Lords by writ of acceleration in 1903.

It was in the second decade of the century that the events I am about to describe below occurred and a year on from the tragedy that was the sinking of the White Star’s flagship liner Titanic; the third Irish Home Rule Bill had just been rejected in the House of Lords – though not by me - and Central America was in a turmoil which would lead to the Mexican Revolution. 

I was forty-four years of age at this time and about as satisfied with my lot as a man could be who had never wanted for the material things of life and was, consequently, untroubled by those concerns most vexing to the poor souls unfortunate not to have been born to a title and a settled income.

My twenty-years of happy marriage to Adele, and the two university aged boys following from it, have no bearing on the tale I am to tell and are given to you simply to flesh out your writer in a more rounded human form.

The above, and an interest in the sciences carried over from my time at Balliol, as much as a reader need know of an author who will play only the most minor – if necessarily crucial – role in the story about to be related which I shall now, without further preamble, begin.

A story only now, and long after the passing of its subject, I feel able to share.

And only then with certain safeguards to protect the reputation of an entirely decent, highly intelligent, and innocent man.

It was in the February of 1913 that I took leave of my family and the country itself to travel to the kingdom of Haiti that is to be found on the island once known as Hispaniola, located in the Greater Antilles archipelago of the Caribbean Sea to the east of Cuba and Jamaica and south of The Bahamas.

Why, you may ask?

A good question, and one I may not have been too well-equipped to answer had the family I was leaving behind asked it at the time – given the month of departure had been deep into a particularly inclement English winter and the weather waiting for me in more southerly climes made a great appeal to me.

The fact the trip was unavoidable and my presence gently insisted upon – though to this day I cannot think of one qualifying reason why other than those too obvious to provide an explanation – by no other than Sir Edward Grey, my fellow Viscount, and the country’s Foreign Secretary since 1905, made my own thoughts on the matter academic.

The summons leaving me in no doubt that my refusal would not be looked well upon.

Haiti, it seemed, had taken on some kind of strategic importance with our leaders, for reasons I was unable to divine under my own steam – and was, it must be said, no wiser when I travelled back home after my brief tenure there.

Still,– and tacitly implied displeasure notwithstanding - country first, and all that, as they say.

Anyway, I was soon sailing south with the intention of taking up a position as the temporary consulate in the Republic’s capital of Port-au-Prince and steadying the ship until a more long-term appointment could be made. This after Her Majesty’s appointee in situ had gone to the great trouble of dying in order to cut his own term short.

It would turn out to be a stay of almost eight months duration during which if I achieved anything of note other than making ample use of the entertainment provided by my fellow countrymen already bedded in there and, sometimes I confess - being a married man on his own abroad while remaining still a man of flesh and blood - their wives and daughters, the knowledge of those achievements went completely above my head.

From the time I disembarked under a blazing midday sun I immediately noticed how that same sun seemed to make everything seem so much slower.

Pedestrian.

Chaotic but relaxed.

There appeared no urgency of any kind.

Even from those in the small boats that caught my eye as the locals rowing them alongside the steamer ferrying me held aloft varieties of fruits and vegetables in baskets. The vendors offering them up for purchase seemed exceptionally fatalistic and accepting of whether their produce was bought.

Or, as it was in most cases, ignored. 

Smiling, friendly, and welcoming black faces turned up to the passengers peering over the handrail.

In fact, exactly the kind of sight the cosseted and uninformed white visitor would be expecting.

Though there was one sight that caught my eye that was not so... expected. A sight presenting itself after I made it ashore and waited as my cases were transferred to the somewhat battered jalopy that had been sent to ferry me to my temporary home.

A sight, I confess, I found astounding.

And not after a positive fashion.

As I waited in the passenger seat of my transport, a grand and immaculately kept horse-drawn carriage – far grander than those waiting to ferry my fellow visitors to the interior of the town - rolled to a halt some thirty yards away upon the quayside.

For though I ascribed it to imagination at the time, the native Haitian’s in the vicinity seemed to fall still and gaze upon it with what I could only describe to myself as a kind of wary...

The word that struck me then and still does is:

“Reverence.”

As the black coachman reined the immaculate horses in they too stood motionless and perfectly obediently, as if they also were in thrall to the carriage and its occupant.

Which was when I felt my mouth drop open with surprise at the footman who leapt from the back of the coach itself to the dusty Harbor-Road.

A footman scurrying in the most wretched and subservient of fashions as he rushed to open the carriage door for his master to step down to the dry and dusty quayside.

A master, I saw with some small shock, who was black.

And also... female.

But this, astounding as I found it, was not the reason my mouth had fallen open.

I am considered by my friends and colleagues the most liberal of men and usually imperturbable in the face of my fellow journeymen’s... foibles. My Grandfather was a friend of Wilberforce in his youth and shared much of his reforming zeal, after all. A mindset he passed on to my father from whom the same favour was returned to yours truly. Subsequently, though my zeal is for sensible and compassionate reform, I am seldom surprised by human frailty, corruption, or even at times what appears to be plain evil.

But this...?

To me it seemed scarcely credible!

For the servant, scurrying as if he were a Chinese coolie in service to a demanding and vengeful Empress, this as he hurried to do the bidding of the woman waiting to exit her carriage, was a man of around my own age.

His epidermis was also the palest white.

This despite the burning sun that would surely burnish the skin of any Caucasian who lived beneath it for any length of time.

And, more startling still...

I swore for the life of me that he looked familiar!

Which was the exact moment, as his mistress alighted from the coach and her servant’s eyes covered the yardage separating us to stare at me, that I became more sure of my familiarity with him despite being unable to place his name and feeling certain nobody of my acquaintance could have come to such a pass.

Though from the look of anguished recognition he gave me, I would ponder later, it was obvious his own memory laboured under no such malfunction.

The car taking me to the Consulate pulled away and I soon put what I had seen to the back of my mind; though in the circles in which I moved guesses would often be made about the identity of the white-man who served the island’s “Obeah Princess” – as she turned out to be.

And, more crucially to the more prurient and judgmental amongst them, how and why he could accept such a... lowly ...position in her service.

So began my temporary term of residence in Port-au-Prince and, wrapped up as I was in the social whirl to be found in the circles of visiting and self-important Europeans, it was hardly surprising the curious situation of a white-man serving as a local woman’s servant did not retain pride of place in my thoughts – even if it did continue to nag at me that he was familiar at some level or other I could not as yet place.

A conundrum I confessed which did not trouble me over much, given it was competing with more delightful and willing opposition.

Opposition you would be right in thinking female.

But it was not until my time on the island was almost up – the day before I sailed, in fact - that the journal found waiting at the Consulate door and addressed to me would answer my questions.

And in the most shocking way imaginable for someone of my background.

The contents of that journal – the same one I began reading on the voyage back to Blighty – I have supplied below.

Though not the heartrending letter accompanying it.

Nor at those places where you will realise I have acted as censor and changed names and titles as well as some of the more disturbing sexual descriptions of the torments endured by the journal’s writer.

As much to protect delicate sensibilities, you understand – even in these more free and modern times – as the memory of a good man who did not deserve the emasculating fate the fortunes decreed as his lot.

For I had indeed been right when I thought the wretched servant of the black woman had been familiar to me. 

As had been the name of his one-time fiancé.

The same fiancé who I was set to meet for the first time some years after the journal – which was by then the sole remaining copy and of whose existence the woman knew nothing - found my possession.

It had been a meeting almost as shocking as the story contained in the journal itself and I shall refrain from writing of until the Afterword of this tale, at which time you will have a fuller – if necessarily incomplete – idea of the fate reserved for the wretched writer of our journal.

Also, and out of respect for the wishes of a man I once knew and respected as both a person of learning and sound morality, I have used a different name to his own and for any others whose true identities might make supposition easier.

Only now in my dotage, when so many of those who might have read between my lines and divined the identity of the hapless man are gone, is my conscience clear enough to make the story of my former acquaintance known. 

A hapless man whose first-person story, put together he assured me from his own diary entries of the time - and actually encouraged by his female employer for reasons of her own - is published below and will be unlikely to stir recognition and, perhaps, rebuke from those a long time cold and soon to count me of their number, 

May he, along with the rest of us – me especially - find peace in the embrace of his maker.

Viscount William Pilgrim

House of Lords

London

1948
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Strangely, I remember the opening of the fateful day that would change my life and place it upon an entirely different trajectory with fondness.

At least in its beginnings...

...Not only was it the most perfect Autumn morning, but barely a day before fortune had favoured me, Professor Clement Curzon, to be named one of the first chairs in the university.

Having yet to reach the age of forty, I had leapfrogged many of my older, and bitter it must be said, colleagues to gain an unlikely and precocious tenure.

But it was not for that reason alone that my spirits were so high.

At least equal to the joy greeting my career elevation was the heady certainty that I would soon be joined in matrimony with the love of my life.

Miss Ariadne Penrose.

I had felt my face crease at the smile I could never prevent whenever my thoughts rested upon her flawless and radiant features.

But my smile, as I stared at the dying but uplifting hues of the bushes and trees lining the pavement and the grounds of Kensington Gardens beyond them outside my Bayswater Road rooms, had more to do with the remarkable but mercurial man who was my closest friend and whose written invitation I held in my hand.

Vernon Powell.

“What a fellow he is,” I remember laughing to myself over his latest idee fixe. If I could only throw the same enthusiasm into physiology and my related interests that he does into psychology and his I should become world renowned. His passions and the energy he throws into them are legendary.

If only his judgment proved as admirable.

And had proved less so on that occasion when it would affect my life so...

Ruinously.

For while I admired his tenacity I almost always declined when he asked me to associate myself with his researches.

Much to his – good natured it must be said – indignation.

And yet, despite my withholding of credulity for the less tangible disciplines, I am by nature, unless I deceive myself, a highly sensitive man – even if the ever charitable and easy-going Ariadne smilingly describes me to her family and friends as something of a control freak.

She may have had a point, but the truth is that I was a nervous boy who, like Powell, was something of a dreamer full of intuitions and exotic fantasy. 

My black hair, my dark eyes, my thin and pale complexioned face and my still slim figure are all characteristic of those basics of my early temperament that the Jesuits insist we never entirely shed.

Add to this a certain private... lasciviousness... and an appreciation of the womanly form in the shape of a well-turned ankle or a pair of firm and well-shaped breasts below a pinched waist, and I could just as easily have become a libertine of the first order.

Had not the rigor and the due diligence required to function in the worlds of academia not rescued me from such a fate.

The above, given my tastes in women run to the more feminine and biddable amongst them such as Ariadne, a fate to which I could just as easily have succumbed had the joy of learning and discovery not claimed me first.

This attachment to rigor and due diligence ensuring I am more than a little reticent to accept the invitation that was lying on my mat this morning and now rests in my hand. 

An invitation urging me to attend yet another of Powell's... entertainments ...this evening.

Even if he has already – by way of a motivator for me, no doubt – persuaded Ariadne and her mother to attend. 

And he has, of course, judged me correctly.

The subject in question being one in which I am the proverbial open-book.

Now that Mrs. Penrose and Ariadne are going, I would not withdraw if I could. 

Why would I?

Any time spent with my darling fiancé, is not time I am willing to pass upon. In fact, I count the time down to our nuptials and the evening that will follow our respective pledges with the most intense impatience.

Such is the strength of my lustful feelings for this young woman who, not by coincidence, I also happen to revere.

Which does not mean I look forward with any great anticipation to another evening arranged by Powell. An evening I feel sure is designed to draw me into this nebulous world of half-fact, superstition, and semi-science he embraces so keenly.

I have no doubt that after this evening’s dinner we will see the introduction of some new mesmerist or clairvoyant of some sort that he will present as proof of his ludicrous assertions in regard of the mystical and the occult.

And will prove as risible as the last.

I was to be proved wrong...
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After Powell’s... entertainment ...yesterday evening, I have been uneasy all day.

Has my unshakable belief in logic and reasoning been shaken?

Pressed, I would have to say yes – even as I strive to construct an explanation likely to satisfy my empirical standards and find my efforts wanting.

Why else should the chicanery I witnessed have set my nerves to a condition I can almost describe as unstrung? 

That is the question vexing my thoughts and is proving no less troubling for being one with which I would never have thought to find myself wrestling.

My only comfort is that neither Powell nor Miss Toussaint, his guest-of-honour, nor even Ariadne – especially darling Ariadne - could have possibly known my weakness. 

And it was all so little when I first set my thoughts to it. 

Ariadne and her mother were already in attendance when I arrived and received a mild dressing-down from Powell for, again, being the last to do so and force dinner to be waited on me..

I had hardly time to say a word to Mrs. Penrose and to Ariadne herself who,  looking as charming as ever in a fetching but respectable dress that nonetheless set my libidinous thoughts in her regard racing once again, smiled across when she saw me. In fact, I was lost to the latest of my pre-matrimony fantasies on the subject of just how my intended will look when I eventually see her as our maker intended. 

Or, perhaps, decorated more... titillatingly.

“Still looking for the irrefutable, Curzon,” said Powell, drawing me apart into a corner after dinner and interrupting my perfectly delightful, if less than gentlemanly, thoughts in the process.

The look I offered was weary from having heard the words fall from his lips before on so many other similar occasions.

“I have a phenomenon, oh, cynical one. There’s no other way to describe it.”

Had I not seen and heard the same excitement before and long since become used to my friend’s natural disposition towards seeing in every light-bulb the sun of a newly discovered planet, I might have been more enthusiastic than I was.

“No question this time,” said he in answer, and in direct contradiction of those countless times he had offered a similar and failed outcome in the past. “My wife was brought up in the family home in Haiti and she has known the woman’s family for many years in the capacity of domestic servants.”

I gave him a half-smile and a small nod of enthusiasm I did not feel for what he obviously regarded as empirical evidence of his guest’s capacities.

Whatever they might turn out to be.

“Though the demand for her gifts,” he gushed on over my less than excited response, “ensure she will never in her life labour in such a menial position again.”

“Yes,” my thoughts ran, “there is often a good reward for those able to carry off a charade and hoodwink the gullible.”

Miss Fabienne Toussaint, he went on to tell me, had what he could only describe as “other worldly” abilities and it was all I could do to stifle my irritation for the same kind of hyperbole I had heard so many times from him.

Apparently, he explained, she had only been in England a week or two at his wife’s invitation and would return to Haiti soon, but the demonstrations of her gifts she had given up until now ensured he was doing his level best to try and persuade her to stay on that he might – finally - be able to establish that the clairvoyance and mesmerism she practiced was genuine and be accepted on an absolutely scientific basis. 

I felt my spirits lower as I sensed the inevitability of what must follow.

And sure enough:

“Come and be introduced!” he said with a hearty slap upon my back. 

Unwillingly, but led, as always, by the good manners that simply had to be observed in such social settings, I allowed him to guide me to his latest sensation.

My first impression being that anyone more like my idea of a West Indian female could scarce be imagined. 

She was a full-bodied woman I took to be in her early thirties, though my thoughts were quite willing to accept she could be either older or younger. Her skin was as black as Jet and her hair cropped in a most peculiar and unfeminine style. Below it, the facial terrain I could see waiting to greet me, with flared nostrils and large – I could no more than confess to myself - sensuous lips, were contained above breasts made conical by the supports beneath the flaming red dress Powell had already told me was loaned to her by his wife.

As the love I have for Ariadne is my witness, I was aware – apart from acknowledgment of her lips – of no sexual attraction on my part towards her whatsoever.

No attraction of any kind if I am to be entirely truthful. 

Though I must be candid and say there was something about her eyes and the look they fixed upon me I found... troubling.

In fact, it was only my natural honesty which prevented me from denying  they were the most strange and compelling eyes I could ever recall seeing.

Eyes, though I chided myself for even thinking it, that seemed... 

Commanding.

Even as I dismissed my uncharacteristically puerile thoughts - and chided myself for allowing my inner-reflections to hold sway in such a way - I could not dismiss sensing, nonetheless, a feeling as if something malignant had somehow been introduced to my bloodstream.

Something...

Parasitic!

I think it was only anger for my own credulity at this point that allowed me to banish the sense of something alien attaching itself to both my central nervous system and the haemoglobin servicing the blood travelling it. Something Powell for one noticed I felt sure; though he said nothing. Childishly consumed with his latest “revelation” as he was.

Recovering enough to at least take a more measured scrutiny of the woman, I saw she wore a pair of lace-up ankle-boots pointed at the toe with the short and sharp dagger heels that were so fashionable at present – again, I suspected, courtesy of Mrs Powell. 

To me, she seemed ill-at-ease in them, as if she would have preferred to kick them off and feel the rug beneath her soles in the manner of the heathen goddess I sensed she saw herself as being.

Or, if I am truthful, as the heathen and, yes, barbaric goddess my thoughts were in the process of describing her also. 

And yet, I could do no less than confess, and in spite of the less than inclusive looks from the other ladies so comfortable in what was, after all, their own habitat, she carried herself with a certain dignity that looked... 

I could not help myself, even as once again I chastised my own reaction:

“Haughty.” 

Yes! 

There was a certain quality about her that actually seemed to dare those other females in their fine clothes with gentrified manners in the near vicinity to mock and look down upon her.

Be they socially or educationally her betters or not.

However, such thoughts of breeding and social standing on my part were halted in their tracks when my eyes made a more lasting contact with the piercing and, I confess, disconcerting gaze of the evening’s star-turn.

They were, despite my chiding of myself and without the use of Powell’s hyperbole, extraordinary!

At first, I thought they were blue, then gray, and then green, before settling for an unlikely combination of all three.

Was that even possible?

More striking, however, was the unblinking way she held my gaze from the moment hers locked upon my own and seemed to drink in my very essence.

It...

It was...

Deeply disturbing, I confess.

No matter that I again reprimanded myself for my atypically unscientific thoughts, the impression remained.

Along with other less than gentlemanly images regarding the island-woman of which I am not proud to confess. 

Explaining why I do not describe them here.

Suffice it to say they were as carnal as they were distressing and it took another extension of my the willpower I prided myself upon not to let my uneasiness reveal itself in either expression or manner.

When Powell finally made the introductions I thought I saw her glance leave mine to fix upon Ariadne as she stood a few paces away conversing with Powell’s somewhat dry and snooty wife. 

The same pretentious social-climber my fiancé happened to get along.

And for reasons I found as worrying as I found them beyond me. 

Then again, opposites attract, I told myself, by way of mitigating my fiancé’s fondness for the woman.  

Powell, I assumed later, had evidently been pumped – skilfully, I am sure - for information by his guest and star-turn the woman would no doubt use
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