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To Joseph

I
MARK: 1890
Honour and Dishonour

He was a young man of twenty, always travelling about on intolerable daily journeys which seemed twice the normal length … He worked far into the night. Those about him ascribed his perpetual labours to fear of getting too fat.

– English Society in the Early Middle Ages,

DORIS MARY STENTON

Of medium height and stocky build, with a tendency to corpulence, he gave the impression of a figure moulded for strength. Essentially a man of action he was never idle. His restless energy is perhaps his most marked characteristic … he had the taste for literature of a well-educated man, and he enjoyed the society of wits and scholars.

– Oxford History of England:

From Domesday Book to Magna Carta,

A. L. POOLE

Despite the looseness of his personal morals he commanded affection and respect …

– ‘Henry II’,

ENCYCLOPAEDIA BRITANNICA




CHAPTER ONE



Matilda was difficult and quarrelsome … haughty and self-centred, disinclined to control the swift temper of her family …

– The Saxon and Norman Kings,

CHRISTOPHER BROOKE          

Matilda’s throne had been usurped by her cousin Stephen of Blois … For as long as young Henry, her son, could remember, civil war had been raging there between partisans of the rivals.

– King John,       

W. L. WARREN
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I was ten years old when I first saw the inheritance and twenty years old when I first saw Janna Roslyn, but my reaction to both was identical. I wanted them.

I wanted the Inheritance because the Gothic style of that architectural nightmare of a house captivated my child’s imagination, because my mother’s fight to secure the place for me seemed to my child’s eyes not shabby and degrading but shining with nobility and courage, because the estate had been denied me and there is nothing a child wants so much as something he cannot have. And I wanted Janna Roslyn because I was twenty years old and fancied women, particularly beautiful women, and particularly women who were beautiful yet had no place among the class into which I had been born.

We met by chance. I had no good reason for being in Zillan churchyard at two o’clock on that hot July afternoon in 1890; I had no good reason even for being in Zillan. I was a stranger in that part of Cornwall, for I had been born and bred near the Helford River, and the gentle mildness of South Cornwall with its trees and estuaries and rolling hills is a world away from the stark mining coast of the North with its windswept moors, precipitous cliffs and treacherous surf.

Zillan was a moorland parish of the North.

I had walked there that afternoon after quarrelling with my father at his temporary residence in the nearby parish, and, being greatly upset at the time, I paid no attention to my surroundings until I found myself wandering up the village street towards the church. Zillan was a prettier village than the usual austere huddle of cottages that passes for a village in North Cornwall. The gardens of the greystone cottages were filled with flowers, the pub called The Tinners’ Luck had been freshly painted, and even the local stray dog looked well fed. Evidently the poverty that was following the steady decline of the Cornish mining industry had so far left this corner of the Duchy untouched. With a glance at the smoke belching from the cluster of mines on the horizon, I opened the lych-gate into the churchyard and strolled aimlessly beneath the shadow of the Norman tower towards the main door.

In the porch I paused, uncertain what to do next. I was trying not to think of my recent quarrel with my father, trying not to think of my interminable battles with my mother, trying not to think of the Inheritance which I had wanted so much for so long. I dimly realized that I was more alone than I had ever been in my life, but I was too lost and confused to be fully aware of the extent of my unhappiness. I simply remained in the porch of Zillan church as if I were taking sanctuary from some oppressive pursuing force, and as I stood there a breeze blew across the moors and the afternoon sun shone on that moorland parish from that cloudless summer sky. It was peaceful in the churchyard. I was aware of the tranquillity suddenly, of an overwhelming calmness. Everywhere was so still. The very landscape seemed poised as if it were mysteriously waiting, and as I remained motionless, mesmerized by that air of expectancy, I looked through the lych-gate to the end of the village street and saw the solitary figure of a woman walking slowly towards me across the moors.
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She wore black and carried a spray of red roses.

I went on watching her from the shadow of the porch, and somewhere far above me in the church tower a bell began to toll the hour.

She passed the first cottage on the outskirts of the village, and so smooth and effortless were her movements that she seemed to glide noiselessly down the narrow street. She looked neither to right nor to left. The light breeze from the moors lifted the veil of her hat for a second, and she raised a black-gloved hand to touch the veil back into place.

She reached the lych-gate. The flowers were only simple wild roses such as the ones that grew on the walls of the cottages nearby, and yet their very simplicity made the hothouse roses of London seem vulgar and ostentatious. She walked through the churchyard towards the porch, and I was on the point of moving out of the shadows into the light when she saw me.

She must have been surprised to see a stranger in that remote moorland village, but not even a nuance of her surprise showed itself in her face. She went on walking as if I did not exist, and I saw she intended to walk past the porch and down the path to the other side of the churchyard.

I moved involuntarily. I was hatless, but my hand moved upwards before I remembered I was bareheaded.

‘Good afternoon,’ I said.

She allowed herself to look at me. Her eyes were blue, wide-set, black-lashed behind her veil. The next moment she had inclined her head slightly in acknowledgement of my greeting and walked past me without a word.

I stared after her. Presently I strolled to the churchyard wall and stole a glance at the graves behind the church. She was there. The red roses were laid beside a new tombstone and she was standing motionless beside it, her head bent forward, her hands clasped before her. She did not see me.

I decided to sit on the wall and survey the architecture of a nearby house which I assumed to be the rectory. I inspected it for some time. I was just deciding that it was a most unprepossessing building when I heard the click of the lych-gate and saw her walk away down the street. At the end of the village she took the path again across the moors and I went on watching her until she had vanished from sight.

As soon as she was gone my mind was made up; I was no longer so dejected that I knew not where to turn next. Soon afterwards I was hurrying back to my father’s house to seek permission to stay longer with him in that part of Cornwall, and throughout the entire journey across the moors to Morvah I could think of nothing but red roses glowing in a quiet country churchyard and a black veil blowing in the wind.
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Until that moment I suppose – reluctantly – that my mother had been the most important woman in my life. This may seem a very obvious statement since most mothers are expected to hold a special place in their sons’ affections, but my mother was not like other mothers and my affection for her was so distorted by dislike and resentment that our relationship could hardly be considered typical.

‘The first thing you must understand,’ said my mother when I renewed my acquaintance with her at the age of ten after a separation that had lasted six years, ‘is that in regard to our Inheritance I consider it a matter of Honour that Justice should be done.’

My mother, I discovered, always spoke of honour and justice as if the initial letters were written in capitals.

‘You see,’ she added in explanation, ‘Penmarric should have been mine.’ We were sitting in the large and dreary drawing-room of that town house in London, I a small boy in a stiff black suit and stiffer collar, she very handsome in violet silk, black lace and an ugly string of pearls. ‘The entire estate and all the Penmar fortune would have been mine if my father – like the majority of men – had not possessed this ingrained prejudice against women. He was fond of me in his own way, but it was my brother Arthur who was the apple of his eye. It made no difference to him that Arthur was feckless, foolish and irresponsible while I was intelligent, able and devoted to every brick of Penmarric and every inch of the estate. As far as my father was concerned, Arthur was the boy, the son and heir, and I was a mere daughter, little better than a vegetable, someone who must be married off as well and as early as possible … Even after Arthur was drowned in the sailing accident my father’s attitude towards me never wavered. For a time I did hope that he might change his views and realize I was deserving of all he might wish to bestow upon me, but then …’ She paused. Her mouth narrowed into a hard line; her black eyes were colder than a mid-winter sea. ‘Then,’ said my mother, ‘Giles came.’

‘Do not under any circumstances mention the name of Giles Penmar to your mother,’ her devoted slave and first cousin Robert Yorke had begged me when we had met for the first time earlier that afternoon. He had been ordered by my mother to meet me at the station and escort me to the town house, and throughout the journey he had regaled me with so many worried warnings and anxious instructions that I had nearly run away in sheer fright. But he had not meant to frighten me, of course; he was merely eager that my confrontation with my mother should be as painless as possible. He was a small, mild, kindly man with an air that reminded me of my father’s cocker spaniel. The town house in Park Lane where my mother lived belonged to him; so subjugated was he by the force of her personality, so enthralled by a nature so different from his own, that he gave her whatever she wanted, did whatever he was told, expected – and received – nothing but a peremptory affection in return.

‘Dear Robert,’ said my mother to me later. ‘He would have married me if I had been free to become his wife, but fortunately my marital ties with your father have prevented him from making such a foolish mistake. Really, men are extraordinarily foolish sometimes! Even my father, who was exceptionally intelligent, made a complete fool of himself where Giles was concerned …’

‘Do not speak to your mother of Giles,’ Cousin Robert Yorke had begged me in the carriage on the way from the station, ‘Maud is very sensitive on the subject of Giles Penmar.’

‘… of course his name wasn’t really Giles Penmar at all,’ my mother was saying. I can see her now, pouring tea from a silver teapot, rings flashing on her fingers, arrogance coruscating from the straight line of her back, the carriage of her head and the tilt of her elbow. ‘It was Giles Baker. Baker was the family name, you know, before my grandfather won Penmarric from the Prince Regent in a game of dice and then proceeded to change his name to suit his change of fortune. Giles was a distant cousin. An adventurer, of course. All the Penmars were adventurers with an eye for making money. My father, for instance, more than doubled the family fortune when he was in India as a young man … So it was not unnatural that Giles, the poor relation, should have had an eye for family fortunes. My brother Arthur’s death was his golden chance. He arrived at Penmarric, inveigled himself into my ailing father’s affections, changed his name to Penmar, even made himself agreeable to me – oh yes, he knew how to be charming! All successful adventurers do, no doubt, and Giles was certainly successful. By a combination of trickery, knavery and malign influence he arranged matters so that when my father died …’

‘The entire family estate was left to Giles,’ Cousin Robert Yorke had whispered to me while I had been receiving my frenzied briefing for the meeting with my mother. ‘It was monstrously unjust and the most crushing blow to poor Maud. Her father at least had the decency to leave her a moderate annuity, but Penmarric and the rest of the Penmar fortune fell into that blackguard’s hands. However, if Giles thought that Maud would accept the situation and let the matter rest he was very gravely mistaken …’

‘… so naturally,’ said my mother, setting down the teapot with a bang, ‘I considered it my moral duty to take the matter to court. It was a point of Honour. Justice had to be done. I trust, child, that your father has brought you up with a proper respect for Honourable Conduct, if for nothing else …’

‘… Under no circumstances mention your father to Maud,’ Cousin Robert Yorke had pleaded with me earlier. ‘Maud is very sensitive on the subject of her unfortunate marriage to your father.’

‘… Your father told you nothing about the Inheritance, I presume,’ said my mother in contempt as she reached for a hot buttered crumpet. ‘How typical! He told you nothing, I suppose, about the legal battles I’ve been fighting – and am continuing to fight – since I left his roof six years ago? Nothing about my ceaseless quest for Justice – nothing about my continuing efforts to ensure that the Inheritance will one day be yours? Well, perhaps I should hardly be surprised. No doubt he’s been poisoning your mind with untruths about me during the past six years!’

I managed to speak. I opened my mouth and heard a quavering treble that sounded most unlike my voice say: ‘He never speaks of you, ma’ am.’

‘You may call me Mama. There’s no need to address me as if I were the Queen. So Laurence never speaks of me! How remarkable! And do you and Nigel never speak of me to him?’

‘No, Mama. Nanny said we weren’t to.’

‘Dear me, what a disagreeable woman! Well, since I am considered so unspeakable, why did your father permit you to visit me for a week in this fashion?’

And suddenly I was back in Cornwall, back at my home in Gweek by the Helford River, back in that mellow beautiful manor house where my father’s family had lived for hundreds of years before an upstart named Baker had gambled his way into a fortune and changed his name to Penmar. I was in my father’s study and my father was holding my mother’s letter in his hands and saying in that quiet voice I loved so much: ‘But of course you must go, Mark. You have a filial obligation to visit her if she wishes it.’

And all I could say was a mutinous ‘But why does she want to see me? She’s never wanted to see me before! And why doesn’t she want to see Nigel? He’s her son, too!’

‘Perhaps Nigel will see her later.’

And later in the nursery Nigel had said placidly to me, ‘I don’t mind her not wishing to see me. I don’t suppose she’s nearly so nice as Nanny.’ Nigel was Nanny’s favourite. He had golden curls, blue eyes and the virtuous expression of an insufferable cherub. ‘In fact the more I think about it,’ said Nigel, ‘the nicer I think it would be if Mama preferred you to me. Sometimes I don’t think it’s very fair that everyone prefers me to you.’

He seemed surprised when I started fighting him, although he should have known by that time that I always seized every excuse he gave me to use my fists. Some children are incorrigibly slow learners.

‘Mark,’ my father was always saying to me wearily, ‘you must make more effort to control your unfortunate temper.’

My mother had possessed an unfortunate temper. Even though she had left Gweekellis Manor more than six years ago, the memory of her temper lingered on among the servants.

‘You take after your mama,’ Nanny was in the habit of saying to me, and each time she would add darkly to the nursemaid, ‘More’s the pity.’

‘Well!’ said my mother, pouring herself a second cup of tea in the gloomy drawing-room of Cousin Robert Yorke’s house in Park Lane and pausing to regard me with a critical eye. ‘You’re a little short, a trifle stout and undeniably plain, but you’ll do. I recognize that look in your eyes. You’re tough. You’re like me. Don’t look so horrified! That’s a compliment. I need a tough strong son. Now help yourself to another crumpet and listen to what I propose to do. I have a feeling you and I are going to get on exceedingly well together.’

She was wrong. We did not get on well at all. Looking back, I can see that she wrongly estimated her own needs and wrongly assumed she required a tough strong son. She did not. She wanted a son who would echo her, a weak shadow, a masculine complement to her dominant personality. When I was a child not yet eleven years old she subjugated me as she subjugated Robert Yorke – by sheer force of character – but once I was no longer a child I was no longer so easily held in subjugation. But a relationship had sprung into existence between us that day at the town house, and throughout the ten years that followed before I finally broke her will and reversed our roles, we were never indifferent to each other.

‘You are ten years old,’ said my mother to me during that first confrontation in London, ‘and you have never seen your Inheritance. I intend to remedy that immediately. We leave for Penzance tomorrow.’

Evidently this was the sole reason for her request to see me. Ten was judged to be an age when I could clap my hands in delight when I saw my Inheritance for the first time.

Naturally I was excited at the prospect of seeing Penmarric; I thought I would be able to explore the grounds, ride around the estate and tour the house from top to bottom. This, however, was not what my mother had in mind. After an arduous journey to Penzance, three hundred miles away from London in the south-west, we stayed at a hotel on the esplanade called the Metropole and next morning hired a carriage to begin another wearisome journey north over the moors to the parish of St Just. I was too young to appreciate the scenery; all I knew was that it was a world away from my home at Gweek, from the peaceful estuary and fishing boats. I looked at the landscape of this alien strip of Cornwall and my child’s mind thought: the devil would feel quite at home here. For the scenery was bleak and powerful, dominated by stretches of arid moors without trace of a tree or house, and the moors snarled into towering hills crowned with outcrops of black rock. The emptiness of the landscape combined with the steep gradient of the road produced sweeping views; I remember looking back towards Penzance and glimpsing the castle of St Michael’s Mount shimmering far off in the blue of the bay.

For a moment I wished that St Michael’s Mount were my Inheritance, although naturally I did not dare admit as much to my mother.

As we moved inland the mines began to dot the harsh landscape and I had my first glimpse of the copper and tin industry for which Cornwall had been famous for centuries, the stone towers of the engine houses, the black belches of smoke, the eerie piles of slag. There were two mines on the Penmarric estate, my mother told me, but only one, Sennen Garth, was still operating. The other, King Walloe, had been closed for decades.

‘Can I go down the mine?’ I inquired hopefully.

‘Good gracious, no, child, you’re not an artisan … Now, look out of the window and you can see the coast of the North. There! Is it not a magnificent view here from the top of the ridge? There are three parishes side by side which border the sea. St Just is the one to the west, Morvah is straight ahead of us, and Zennor is to the east of Morvah. Penmarric, of course, is in the parish of St Just.’

‘Which parish are we in now?’

‘Zillan. It’s an inland moorland parish lying behind Morvah … Robert, tell the coachman to hurry!’

We continued westwards, through the grey mining village of St Just and out along the road to Land’s End, but presently we turned off the Land’s End road and headed north to the sea.

‘Now,’ said my mother at last. ‘Tell the coachman to stop, Robert.’

The carriage rolled to a halt.

‘Get out, child.’

I did as I was told. The spring breeze blew lightly against my cheek and the sun was warm as it shone from the spring skies. There were wildflowers already by the roadside, and beyond the wildflowers the banks of gorse were poised to burst into a blaze of yellow blooms.

My mother grabbed my arm. ‘Look.’

I looked. Across a shallow valley, beyond a spinney of trees unusual in that barren landscape, stood a castle built on cliffs facing the sea. I gasped and then I saw on a second examination that the building was not a castle at all but an immense house built of grey-black stone and endowed with turrets and towers and fanciful architectural fripperies which captivated my childish imagination. Later I was to dismiss the whole preposterous design as a contortion of modern taste, but to me, as I saw the house for the first time through my child’s eyes, it was beautiful.

‘I want that house,’ said my mother, echoing my thoughts, and the bond was forged that was to chain us to each other throughout all the quarrelsome years ahead. ‘I want that house, and I’m going to get it – if not for myself, then at least for you.’

And I said, ‘Can we go on? Why are we stopped here? Can we not drive to the house and call on Cousin Giles?’

She looked at me as if I had gone mad. ‘Call on Giles? My dear child! Do you really think that after six years of incessant litigation I would be received as a guest under the roof which he illegally claims as his own? What an extraordinarily unintelligent remark! I hope you’re not going to grow up to be a fool.’ She turned to the driver, a Cornish yokel who was gaping at our conversation as he struggled to understand our English accents. ‘Home to Penzance at once, my man. The purpose of our drive is accomplished.’

I allowed myself one last look at Penmarric before I followed her into the carriage. It was four years before I was to see my Inheritance again.

4

I was fourteen when my mother won her lawsuit and demanded to see me once more. Again we journeyed down to Penmarric, this time with the intention of crossing the threshold since Giles was no longer the legal owner of the house, but Giles had lodged an appeal against the decision and the matter was no longer resolved but sub judice. The front door was closed and bolted in our faces; my mother, trembling with rage, battered the panels with her fists, but her gesture was worse than useless. Penmarric still belonged to Giles.

Two more long years of litigation passed, and then came the disaster. The Court of Appeal decided in favour of Giles and the decision of the court below was reversed.

‘I shall appeal to the House of Lords!’ cried my mother, wild-eyed with grief. ‘I shall never give up, never!’

But the House of Lords rejected her suit. Years of futile litigation and endless expense had ended in the annihilation of her cause.

Yet she still refused to give up. Something, she decided, must be salvaged from the wreck of her hopes. She would travel down to Penmarric, make her peace with Giles and at least coax him to allow her to visit the house now and then. In vain Cousin Robert Yorke and I pointed out that there was no reason why Giles should pursue a policy of forgiving and forgetting the past twelve years of extreme animosity; in vain we told her she would be wasting her time. She remained – as always when her will was opposed – high-handed, domineering and incorrigibly inflexible.

‘Very well,’ I said with all the aggressive defiance of a sixteen-year-old youth who wished to show some independence. ‘Go alone, if you wish. But don’t expect me to waste my time by coming with you.’

‘You’re coming with me whether you like it or not!’ My mother was more than a match for any sixteen-year-old youth anxious to rebel. ‘Robert, remind the boy of his filial duty!’

‘Mark, you really do owe it to your mother, you know,’ said Cousin Robert obediently. ‘Maud’s worked so hard on your behalf.’

I gave in with a great show of sulkiness and my mother somehow managed to refrain from boxing my ears.

It was on this, my third visit to Penmarric, that I first met Giles’s children, my three cousins, Raymond, Harry and Clarissa Penmar. In actual fact Giles had only the one child, my cousin Raymond, who was the same age as I was, but Giles’s wife, who was now dead, had taken pity on an orphaned nephew and niece of hers, and Giles had assumed the responsibilities of guardianship when he had allowed her to bring them to live at his house. Harry, the adopted son, was by this time eighteen; his sister Clarissa was a year or two younger than Raymond and myself. I knew nothing about them beyond these sparse facts, and later, particularly where Clarissa was concerned, I was to wish I had remained in ignorance. Why was it that I disliked Clarissa so much? At sixteen when I first saw her I was certainly old enough to appreciate her looks, but dark girls have never attracted me, perhaps because they remind me of my mother and her domineering attitudes, and besides, my dislike of Clarissa went further than a mere antipathy to her good looks. On reflection I suspect that my dislike sprang into existence on our first meeting on the steps of Penmarric, when she insulted me with the cattiness of a fifteen-year-old schoolgirl and gave me forewarning of the spitefulness which I was to encounter with such disastrous results when we were older. Perhaps even when I first saw her I sensed that her influence on my life was not destined to be benign.

The trouble began when – to no one’s surprise but my mother’s – we were refused admittance to the house by the butler. My mother at once demanded to see Giles in person, but the butler, who was by this time very white around the gills, said that Mr Penmar was indisposed and could see no one. It was at this moment that I had the unfortunate idea of parleying with my cousin Raymond; I suppose I thought that two sixteen-year-old youths were more likely to reach a friendly agreement than our parents were, but that was my mistake. When Raymond emerged cautiously from the hall the first thing he did was to order me off the porch as if I had yellow fever.

‘You get away from here!’ he yelled with the sort of charm that I at once realized was characteristic of him. He was a tall youth with a spoiled mouth, soft hands and a petulant expression. Pitching his voice loud enough to reach my mother, who was waiting with Cousin Robert in the carriage, he added, ‘Penmarric will never be yours now, so you can go back to London and rot for all I care!’

‘Well, —— you, old chap,’ I said politely, in the language I had learned from my years at Eton, and gave in to my overwhelming urge to punch him on the nose.

He fell like a stone.

I was just savouring the effectiveness of my handiwork when the front door flew open and I was face to face with a protagonist far more dangerous than my ineffectual cousin Raymond. His adopted brother Harry was tall and tough, with a strong pair of shoulders and a pair of fists that made me decide that the time had come to beat a quick but graceful retreat.

‘Damn you, you bastard,’ said Harry Penmar through his teeth. ‘Damn you, get out of here before you wish you’d never come.’

And before I could think of a reply his sister appeared, pushing past him and kneeling by Raymond’s inert body, her breast rising and falling rapidly in her agitation. I would have looked at her closely if I had had the chance, but by then I was too busy jeering at Harry Penmar as my feet concentrated on the task of widening the gap between us. ‘And who do you think you are?’ I drawled at him insolently, anxious to disguise the fact that I was in full retreat. ‘The Light Brigade before the Charge?’

But it was the girl who answered me. She looked down at me from the top of the steps as my feet crunched on the gravel of the drive, and suddenly I was aware only of dark eyes blazing and a wild passionate mouth.

‘You ugly little brute!’ she spat at me. ‘You fat repulsive cretin, go away and take your abominable mother with you and never – never – come near us again!’

Despite my natural aggressiveness and the self-confidence infused by a public-school education, I was still more vulnerable than I cared to acknowledge. Sixteen is a sensitive age. I knew I was still a trifle stout. I knew that despite sharing a strong family resemblance with my mother I did not share her good looks. I knew, too, by this time that I would never be tall. But nevertheless I did not like to hear a young woman, particularly a girl of my own age, tell me to my face that I was short, fat and plain.

I was still staring at her, my cheeks starting to burn with a helpless rage, when my mother called from the carriage in a voice that stopped even Harry Penmar dead in his tracks: ‘Mark! We leave at once, if you please!’

My third visit to Penmarric was at an end, as much a failure as my mother’s attempt to retrieve the Inheritance in the courts of law. Our cause was lost; Giles was beyond appeasement; Penmarric was for ever beyond my reach.

It was the first time that I saw my mother cry. She watched Penmarric disappear from sight and shed two large tears, but when Cousin Robert anxiously offered her his handkerchief she pushed it aside.

‘Put that away, you silly man,’ she said, autocratic even in grief, and tilted her head a fraction higher. ‘Well, that’s that, I suppose. I shall return to London and occupy my future time with worthy causes instead of with lawsuits. Women’s suffrage, perhaps. That’s a worthy cause. Or the propagation of birth control.’

Cousin Robert and I exchanged horrified glances but had enough sympathy for her to remain silent and not risk upsetting her further. We ought to have known that despite everything she would never give up hope of recovering Penmarric, even when all hope was seemingly gone. Where Penmarric was concerned she was too much of a fanatic to accept the idea of a total and permanent defeat, and her resilience was such that by the time we arrived at the Metropole Hotel in Penzance she had recovered her composure sufficiently to consider plans for the future. For the time being, at least, Penmarric could no longer be discussed, but I was judged to be a worthy substitute.

‘Well, Mark,’ she said, having dispatched Cousin Robert on some errand in order that she could speak to me alone, ‘I have enjoyed seeing you during our struggles for the Inheritance, and I hope that I shall continue to see you even now our struggles are at an end. Why don’t you come to London and live with me at the town house? You could have your own suite of rooms, a generous allowance and the freedom to sample the cultural delights of the greatest city on earth.’

‘No, thank you, Mama.’

‘Why on earth not?’ She was affronted by such an abrupt refusal. ‘How ungrateful!’

‘My home is at Gweek with my father.’

‘Your father! Your dull provincial country squire of a father who always has his nose buried in those dry-as-dust history books! My dear boy, you can’t convince me that you have anything in common with him! Now, listen to me. I—’

‘No,’ I said, suddenly losing my temper, ‘you listen to me! You abandoned me when I was four, dragged me along for a week to Penzance when I was old enough to be interested in your schemes, pulled me away from my home when I was fourteen, kept me with you for a few weeks longer, wrote to me – a big concession, that one! – once a term, and now you have the insufferable insolence to suggest I should abandon everything and become one of your satellites, like poor Cousin Robert!’

It was her turn now to lose her temper. We must have hurled insults at each other for at least ten minutes before she screamed, scarlet with rage, ‘Go back to your decaying manor house in Gweek, in that case! Go back to your dull, dreary father, and good riddance, and don’t come crawling back to me later when you realize your mistake and want to live as a young man-about-town in London!’

‘And don’t come crawling back to me,’ I yelled at her, ‘when you find yourself face to face with a lonely old age!’

And as I turned to Gweek and to my father I firmly resolved never to set eyes on her again.
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I thought my father would be pleased that I had finally removed myself from my mother’s influence, but he said nothing. Although he had allowed and even encouraged me to see my mother whenever she demanded it, he never questioned me afterwards about my visits, and even at the age of ten I sensed he had no more wish to discuss my mother’s schemes to regain Penmarric than he had to discuss my mother herself. The unspoken subjects became a barrier between us, and as I grew older it seemed to me that although he always treated me with kindness and interest his conventional parental attitude, so faithfully produced for my benefit, masked a wall of estrangement which hurt as much as it baffled me. I knew I must often remind him of my mother. I could see that Nigel’s facile good-naturedness was easier for him to respond to than my own more complex behaviour. But I was his elder son, the son who shared his love of history – how hard I had worked at my history! – and it seemed unjust that he should unwittingly be prejudiced against me on account of my mother and all the more unjust since I was the one who yearned to be like him, to live as he lived and to share his standards and beliefs.

He was a quiet man. I could understand why my mother thought he was dull and provincial, for he loathed city life and was always happiest in the tranquil Cornish backwater of Gweek where he could ride a little, mingle occasionally with his friends among the local gentry whom he had known all his life, and, most important of all, write his historical articles and monographs in peace and seclusion. My father did not talk much about honour and justice, the concepts which my mother so dearly loved to brandish, but there was no need for him to talk of them; he gave neither Nigel nor myself long lectures about moral conduct but merely took it for granted that we would follow in his footsteps. For my father was a good man and he was chaste, and the example he set us was so clear that there was no need for it to be defined in words.

So strong was my desire to be like him that I managed to suppress my Penmar inclinations until I was nearly seventeen, but the Penmars were adventurers; whatever virtues they possessed, chastity was not one of them.

Curiously enough it was the quarrel with my mother that proved to be my undoing. It was illogical and incomprehensible to me, but I missed her and would have written to mend the breach between us if my pride had permitted it. But my pride did not permit it, so I reached out instead for the sex my mother represented, and in a fit of depression I turned my back on my father’s standards during a casual visit I paid one day to Mullion Cove.

The woman was a fisherman’s wife. Her husband was away at sea and she needed money as well as companionship, so I gave her five shillings. She was grateful – and so was I at first, but as soon as the episode was over I found my guilt made me feel even unhappier than I had felt before. To make matters worse I found it impossible to behave as if the incident had never happened and return to a life of abstinence. Finally in a muddled effort to make amends both to my conscience, which was making me miserable, and to my father, who remained unaware of my weakness, I flung myself into my work more energetically than ever before and vowed I would not rest until I had become as fine a scholar as he himself was.

I went early to Oxford. It will sound immodest if I write that there was no more they could teach me at Eton, but I yearned for deeper studies and was anxious to escape from the restrictions of school life to the freedom of the varsity. I took my Final examinations in the summer before my twenty-first birthday and was awarded a First, a great rarity for a young man only twenty years old. My tutor wanted me to stay on and devote myself to an academic life, but I was weary of studies at last after so much concentrated effort and told him I wanted to rest for a time before coming to any firm decision about my future.

A friend invited me to stay at his family’s house in London to sample the remainder of the Season, and I accepted. It was a peaceful summer that year, the summer of 1890. England was marking time; the Irish Question had been manipulated into abeyance by the Conservative Government of Lord Salisbury; the labour strikes of the early Nineties were still to come. The world was between international crises; nobody was rattling their sabres at one another and even the spirit of jingoism had temporarily abated. In London after my toils at Oxford I, too, began to feel as lulled into false security as the world around me, but then suddenly without any warning my mother entered my life again and I became shackled to the chain of events which was to lead me to that country churchyard in Zillan and to Janna Roslyn’s eyes wide-set and black-lashed behind her widow’s veil.

CHAPTER TWO



Stephen’s heir was his elder son Eustace, and he had tried to ensure Eustace’s succession … In 1153 Eustace suddenly died.

– The Saxon and Norman Kings,

CHRISTOPHER BROOKE          

In despair Stephen gave up the interminable struggle. He had not long to live and he knew it; now that his destined heir was dead his sole remaining wish was to die still King of England … he acknowledged as his heir Henry fitzEmpress, Duke of Normandy …

– The Devil’s Brood,

ALFRED DUGGAN 



1

I was about to rent chambers in Bruton Street when I met my mother again. I had no wish to outstay my welcome at my Oxonian friend’s house, and although I had earlier planned to return to Gweek after sampling the delights of the Season for two or three weeks, I now discovered that this course of action was no longer open to me. My father had temporarily closed Gweekellis Manor in a gesture I found surprising to say the least and had retreated to a small property he owned in the parish of Morvah on the Cornish North Coast about five miles from Penmarric. He had inherited the property, Deveral Farm, long ago from his mother, who had belonged to a landowning family in a neighbouring parish, but the land had been leased to tenants for decades and I think he had almost forgotten he had property there until in the spring of 1890 the tenant died, the long lease expired simultaneously and certain legal problems connected with the estate required a visit from the landlord. While I was still up at Oxford I had received a letter from him saying he was considering staying on at Morvah for two weeks; Nigel was by that time abroad on a Grand Tour of Europe, I was to be staying in London and Gweekellis Manor had suddenly seemed lonelier than usual; besides, his thesis on the subject of Henry II’s coinage reforms was not going well and he thought a change of scenery might improve matters.

Evidently it did; I was in London by the time his second letter reached me and I learned that he had closed Gweekellis for the summer after deciding to remain at Deveral Farm until the autumn.

‘After so many years spent in South Cornwall,’ he had written, ‘I had quite forgotten how beautiful it is here on the starker, more spectacular North Coast, and I find I have a craving for solitude which my circle of friends would not permit me to assuage at Gweek. Perhaps I shall end my days as a recluse! Let me know when you wish to return to Gweek and I shall make arrangements to open the house for you, but no doubt you will stay in London until the end of the Season and then I dare say you will have invitations to a variety of country houses …’

This was true; I had indeed planned originally to remain in London until the end of the Season and I had no doubt there would be invitations to the country, just as he had foreseen, but I had been quickly disillusioned by the Season and had found my opportunities to meet so many young girls of my own age and class unrewarding. I might be the elder son of a country gentleman, but I had no title, no wealth apart from my modest quarterly allowance and, as Clarissa Penmar had pointed out so painstakingly, no good looks. To the married seamstress and unwed chambermaid at Oxford I might have seemed rich and aristocratic enough to be attractive, but to young girls of my own class and their aspiring mamas I was a nonentity.

However, it was exciting to be in London even if the Season did not measure up to my expectations, so after receiving my father’s letter I resolved to stay on in town and make the best of the situation. I did toy with the idea of joining him at Morvah, but he had not asked me to stay, and I was too proud to arrive on his doorstep uninvited as if I were a wayward puppy running up to his master for a pat on the head.

I was just walking down Piccadilly one morning on my way to Bruton Street to inspect some chambers which were for rent when I met my mother face to face outside the Royal Academy.

‘Mark!’ She greeted me as if it were four days, not four years since we last met. ‘You’re just the person I wanted to see! Have you heard the news?’

‘What news?’

‘Good heavens, don’t you read the obituary column of The Times? Your cousin Raymond Penmar is dead! He was abroad apparently – Egypt – and caught cholera. Dead in two days, of course. Terribly sad for Giles. Now listen, Mark. Think what this means. All Giles has now are those two adopted children of his, Harry and Clarissa, and they’re not really Penmars at all, not even his own flesh and blood. And I hear young Harry is very wild and so Giles is probably disappointed in him …’

I listened, too disgusted by her attitude to speak, yet too overcome by the force of her personality to turn my back and walk away. The next moment, before I could protest, she was propelling me into Green Park and forcing me to sit down beside her on the nearest bench. ‘… I wrote to you at Gweek – didn’t you get my letters? How fortunate that I should meet you like this! God moves in Mysterious Ways sometimes, but he does nonetheless move.’

‘Mama—’

‘Now don’t be disagreeable, Mark. It’s absolutely imperative that we discuss this together …’

There was no escape. Once we were seated on the bench I crossed my arms and glowered at the lush grass at our feet, but she was too excited to take any notice.

‘… so I wrote to Giles – a letter of sympathy, naturally – and said …’

She had had the truly amazing insolence to write to this man who had just lost his only son and suggest that now that I was his only surviving male relative (she had, as usual, forgotten Nigel’s existence) he might agree to devise Penmarric to me in his will.

‘I pointed out,’ she said, ‘that it was a point of Honour that the estate should remain in the family.’

I was speechless, but at last at the moment when I had summoned the words to tell her what I thought of her she said triumphantly, ‘I know what you’re thinking, but you’re wrong! You thought Giles would be too offended to reply, didn’t you? Well, he wasn’t! I had a reply to my letter within the week and the letter was everything I could have wished for.’

‘Are you attempting to tell me—’

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I am. Giles wants to see you. We are invited to Penmarric.’

I was speechless again. But suddenly I found myself remembering Penmarric, the huge rolling moors of North Cornwall, the tors capped with granite, the greystone walls and square church towers of a strange and distant land. And I thought of that house with its turrets and battlements rising from the cliffs, a shining dream which I longed to cloak with reality but which I had thought would for ever lie beyond my reach.

‘Is it really so surprising to you?’ my mother was saying abruptly. ‘Blood usually does run thicker than water, you know.’

I said nothing. I was still thinking of Penmarric.

‘Mark, there is something I feel I should discuss with you. I had no intention of mentioning it before, but now that your Inheritance has reached such a crucial stage and so much depends on this interview with Giles …’ She stopped. ‘Mark, you’re not listening to me.’

I roused myself with an effort. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘You see, I described you to Giles. I said that you looked and thought and behaved like a Penmar …’

This infuriated me. I had spent too much time trying to be like my father to welcome any statement from her that I bore no resemblance to him. Before I could stop myself I said in my sharpest tone of voice, ‘I’m just as much a Castallack as I am a Penmar!’

‘Really?’ said my mother. ‘I wish I could be as certain of that as you are.’

For a moment nothing happened.

I went on looking at her. She was wearing a voluminous purple gown that was fastened at the throat with a diamond clasp, and presently that clasp was all I could see. I can remember it still. I can close my eyes and see all those diamonds, shoulder to shoulder, a row of jagged predatory teeth that glittered brilliantly in the hard midday light.

‘Well, I never meant to tell you because I wasn’t entirely certain, but you see, I told Giles …’ She was talking again, talking rapidly, not looking at me, and her voice seemed alien and remote, the voice of a stranger who spoke of things I did not want to understand.

‘… unhappy when I was young, I had no wish to marry, all I wanted was to keep house for my father, to stay at Penmarric … My father was horrified, he said unless I married within the year he would cut me out of his will … so I married the next man who asked me. Well, I mean, how could your father and I be happy under those circumstances? How could we? I didn’t love him, refused to behave as a wife should … he asked me to leave in the end. My father had to take me back then because there was nowhere else I could go. It was summer. Giles was there. The rhododendrons were in bloom, you should have seen the rhododendrons, they were so beautiful, it was such a beautiful summer … I wanted to annul my marriage to Laurence and marry Giles, but my father wouldn’t have it. He approved of Laurence. The Penmars were still considered upstarts, you see, still nouveaux riches, and the Castallacks of Gweek were such an old and well-respected family … And my father did not approve of marriages between cousins and he had other plans for Giles, an heiress from Launceston. I would have defied my father even then, but Giles … Defiance didn’t come easily to Giles. After it was all over I went back to Laurence at Gweek. I wanted to show Giles that I too could turn my back on someone I loved and live with someone else … God knows why Laurence took me back. I suppose he felt it was his duty. For five years we lived as husband and wife, five pregnancies, you, Nigel, two miscarriages and – but you wouldn’t remember the baby who died soon after he was born. And then at last my father died and I had the means to escape to London … I never saw Giles again after my father’s funeral, you know. Sixteen years … He never once came to London to see the way his case was being conducted in the law courts. Everything was done through his lawyers. Apart from the occasion of my father’s funeral – when he all but ignored me – I haven’t seen Giles since I left Penmarric just before the Christmas of 1868 … Nine months before you were born.’

She stopped. There was a long pause before she said in a more normal voice, ‘So when I heard Raymond was dead and I knew I must write to Giles, I suddenly realized that if Giles knew – if he thought … I never told anyone, you see, because I wasn’t certain. But since you show no resemblance at all to Laurence Castallack …’

I stood up.

‘But surely you can understand, Mark! If Giles thinks you’re his son he won’t even consider making Harry his heir! Mark, I acted in your best interests! If one day you can inherit Penmarric—’

‘Damn Penmarric.’

‘Mark!’

‘And damn you,’ I said carefully and began to run. I ran through the park, raced across those smooth lawns, beneath trees tired with the summer heat, past nursemaids with perambulators and children with hoops. I ran until my breath was sobbing in my throat – and yet still she refused to let me escape. She came after me, and finally I stopped running, sank down on another bench and waited for the inevitable quarrel to begin.

‘Mark …’ She was at my elbow at last, scarlet-faced, out of breath but very far from speechless. ‘Mark, please! Listen to me! I—’

‘No,’ I said, ‘no, you’re going to listen to me. I’ve listened to you long enough. I’m never going to Penmarric. I’m never going to see Giles Penmar. And I never want to set eyes on you again as long as I live.’

We quarrelled for some time. She shouted, bullied, pleaded, cajoled and even cried. And then finally she used the one argument that could persuade me to change my mind.

‘But, Mark,’ she said, shedding a despairing tear, ‘how am I ever to live at Penmarric unless Giles makes you his heir? You know it’s the dearest wish of my life to spend my declining years there! If you don’t want to live at Penmarric yourself, then of course you need not, but … please, Mark, for my sake …’

I saw it all then as clearly as if it had been set down before me in black and white. I saw the exact pattern of my revenge and of the course I must steer to achieve it. When she paused for breath at last I heard myself say shortly, ‘Very well, Mama, I’ll do as you wish. I do so against my will and better judgement, but if you wish to see Giles I suppose I shall have to accompany you.’

She was overjoyed; tears of relief shone in her eyes, but if she had anticipated my revenge I doubt that she would have felt so satisfied with her hard-won and odious victory.
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I was still two months short of my twenty-first birthday when I first crossed the threshold of Penmarric. It no longer seemed an enchanted castle to me, only an old house that had been remodelled with pseudo-Gothic clumsiness by my grandfather Mark Penmar. The hall was gloomy and ill-kept, the servants were slovenly and the wainscoting bore the marks of mice. We were ushered into a dreary morning-room with dark wallpaper, cumbersome furniture and a threadbare Indian carpet. Windows led out on to the terrace that overlooked the sea, but the terrace was overgrown with weeds and rust had corroded the absurd cannon that had been placed long ago on the flagstones to decorate the battlements.

It was no better than a neglected tomb, a desolate epitaph to decay.

‘It’s not as I remember it,’ said my mother, very white around the lips. ‘Can Giles have exhausted his financial resources? Surely not! Yet how could he have let the place become like this? Giles was so gay, so fastidious! I think you will be impressed by Giles. He was a tall man with a brilliant smile and a splendid manner. He was handsome.’

But people change. When the door opened at last I understood why he had never gone to London to champion his cause in person, why he had confined himself so rigorously to Penmarric. A nurse brought in an invalid in a wheelchair, a shrivelled, hunched invalid with a lined face and lifeless eyes. I had never before seen a man so close to death yet still, improbably, alive.

After the nurse had gone I waited for my mother to speak, but she could not. There was a long silence. He was looking at her, not at me. I think he hardly noticed that there was another person present. He looked only at her with his tired dark eyes, and after a long while he said slowly, ‘How well you look, Maud,’ as if he felt in some remote degree surprised by her obvious health and untarnished good looks.

‘Giles,’ she said. She did not say any more. She went on looking at him, but presently I saw her glance wander to the shabby surroundings shrouded by that oppressive pall of neglect.

‘I lost interest,’ he said. ‘I lost interest long ago when I first became ill. I continued the fight for Raymond, but now that Raymond’s dead it doesn’t matter.’

‘Yes,’ she said. She seemed incapable of speech. She turned as if she could not bear to face him any longer, and as she turned she saw me standing in the shadows. ‘Mark.’

I stepped forward. The man in the wheelchair looked at me without expression.

‘Giles, this is Mark.’

He said nothing.

‘How do you do, sir,’ my voice said stiffly.

He still was silent. All his energies were channelled towards the effort of visual concentration, but although I nerved myself for his comment that I looked like a Penmar, the comment did not come.

‘I hear,’ he said politely at last, a knife-edged sharpness to his voice, ‘that you’re a talented historian. Allow me to congratulate you.’

‘I … thank you, sir.’

‘Of course your father is a historian of some repute, is he not? How nice for him, is it not, Maud, that he has a son to follow so successfully in his footsteps.’

My mother went crimson. I had never seen her embarrassed before. I had always assumed she was beyond embarrassment.

‘It’s many years since I’ve seen your father,’ he said to me, ‘but I remember him well. He was one of the few honest gentlemen who have crossed the threshold of this house. A fine man. I was pleased to hear that in your tastes and in your intellectual inclinations you resemble him and not your mother’s family. I would not have cared to leave my property to a man who had inherited the worst faults of the Penmars.’

Even my mother’s neck was now stained with her ugly blush. I would not have thought it possible for her to have remained silent for so long.

‘Well, Maud,’ he said to her coldly, ‘since I tire easily I suggest we come straight to the point. My fortune is diminished, thanks to the enormous sums I have had to pay in legal fees, but it is still substantial. I propose to leave a third of it to my adopted children Harry and Clarissa and two-thirds to your son. The two-thirds will include the house. I see no reason why I should leave him more than two-thirds of my money since he will inherit a fortune from both you and his father one day, and in fact I consider two-thirds to be an extravagantly generous sum. The only reason why I am prompted to such generosity is because Harry and I are on bad terms at the moment and I don’t feel inclined to leave him a penny. I trust that such an arrangement is satisfactory to you.’

‘Yes, sir,’ I said as my mother was still speechless. ‘Thank you.’

He stared at me. ‘I would invite you to stay here to become acquainted with the place,’ he said, ‘but I fear you would have an unpleasant reception from Harry and Clarissa and would soon want to leave. Naturally they resent you very much. It was a pity I ever formally adopted them, but they were orphans and my wife was insistent, so I complied. Clarissa I am fond of, but Harry is a great trial to me and always has been.’ He tried to reach for the bell, but he was too weak. ‘Ring it for me, would you, boy?… Thank you. Now, Maud, before I return to my room to rest is there anything more you wish to say?’

She shook her head.

‘Then it’s settled,’ he said bleakly. ‘I shall summon my lawyers and make a new will. As soon as it’s drawn up I shall request them to send you a copy so that you can see I keep my word a little better now than I did twenty-two years ago.’

Bright tears shone in her eyes. She looked old suddenly, ravaged by a grief too deep to conceal. ‘Giles …’

‘You were right,’ he said. ‘I should have married you. But I was weak and avaricious and wanted only to please your father so that I might inherit his money and live in his house. You had good reason to pester me with those lawsuits, the best reason in the world for any woman. It wasn’t love of justice, was it, Maud? It wasn’t love of truth – or honour – or any other high-flown principle, was it? It was vengeance. Did you ever tell your lawyers that? Or your admiring cousin Robert Yorke? Or even your son here? No, of course you didn’t! You liked to appear noble and long-suffering, motivated by splendid principles, not a disappointed lover engaged in perpetuating a sordid episode of hole-in-the-corner adultery! But never mind. You won in the end. How does it feel to win, Maud? Do you feel that justice has prevailed over injustice? Do you? Or can you at last admit to yourself that your cause had nothing to do with justice at all but only with the monumental pursuit of a singularly petty revenge?’

‘Oh, Giles, Giles …’

‘In the end you even called your son a bastard in an attempt to ensure your victory, did you not? You deliberately perverted the truth for your own ends.’

‘No! I never lie!’

‘You have lived a lie, Maud. For nearly seventeen years, ever since your father died and you began the litigation, you have lived with your lies. Don’t attempt to tell me now that you never lie.’

‘But Mark is your son! I am certain – convinced—’

‘How can you be either certain or convinced when you have no proof?’

‘But—’

‘The plain truth of the matter is that you’re not certain who his father is, so why twist the truth by assuming a certainty you don’t possess?’

‘But, Giles, I thought if I were to tell you—’

‘Indeed why should you not tell me when you knew you had nothing to lose by such an admission? Yes, I can see why you told me. But why did you have to tell the boy? I could see at once that he had been told. That was a cruel, wicked thing to do, Maud. You had no right to use the boy as a pawn in our own private and personal feud.’

There was a knock on the door and the nurse entered the room. ‘You rang, Mr Penmar?’

‘Yes, take me back to my room. And tell Medlyn to show the visitors to the door.’

‘Giles …’

‘There is nothing more to be said, Maud. I bear you no grudge. I simply have nothing else to say. Good-bye, young man. I wish you well and only regret I shall not have the chance to know you better.’

‘Thank you, sir,’ I said. ‘Good-bye.’

‘Good-bye, Maud.’

But my mother could not answer. As the wheels of the invalid-carriage trickled into the distance across the hall, she covered her face with her hands and sank down upon the nearest chair.

I closed the door. We were alone.

At last she said, not looking at me, ‘I must be sensible. Naturally I feel upset, Giles ill, so obviously dying, the house … not as I remember it. But …’ She hesitated before adding with her old arrogant determination, ‘But we can transform the house, can’t we? A few repairs, a little redecoration here and there, new furniture … It could soon be as splendid as it was in my father’s day. I could have the Tower Room, that magnificent Tower Room which overlooks the sea …’

The moment of revenge had arrived. I stood motionless on that worn Indian carpet and looked her straight in the eyes and said, ‘No, Mama.’

She stared at me. She did not understand. ‘But surely I can at least choose my own rooms! I must insist, Mark, that when I’m living here—’

‘You won’t be living here, Mama.’

She continued to stare at me. And as I saw the comprehension creep into her eyes, the understanding of the enormity of my revenge, I wondered why it was I felt no satisfaction in my hour of triumph but only a bleak emotional emptiness that no amount of revenge could ever fill.

‘You always said you wanted the house for me,’ I heard myself say, and my voice was as calm as if I neither loved nor hated her but was merely indifferent to her presence beside me in that dark depressing house. ‘Before long I shall have it and your dearest wish will be realized. But if you think we could ever live together in amity beneath one roof, I fear you’re very much mistaken. I intend to be my own master, not a pale echo of your wishes like poor Cousin Robert. I’ve been at your beck and call for too long already.’

She was so angry by this time that she could
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