
[image: Image Missing]


Contents

Praise for Sarah Maine

About the Author

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Prologue

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Acknowledgments


Praise for Sarah Maine

‘There is an echo of Daphne du Maurier’s Rebecca in Sarah Maine’s appealing debut novel.’ Independent

‘A tremendous accomplishment. So assured, so well-judged, and with such an involving story to tell, this might be the author’s fifth or sixth novel, not her first. A literary star is born!’ Ronald Frame, author of The Lantern Bearers and Havisham

‘… it came as a great surprise to learn that this was the author’s debut novel. I predict great things for Sarah Maine.’ The Book Bag

‘Scotland’s Outer Hebrides provides the sensuous setting for [this] impressive debut … [a] beautifully crafted novel.’ Publishers Weekly

‘Maine skillfully balances a Daphne du Maurier atmosphere with a Barbara Vine-like psychological mystery … The setting emerges as the strongest personality in this compelling story, evoking passion in the characters as fierce as the storms which always lurk on the horizon. A debut historical thriller which deftly blends classic suspense with modern themes.’ Kirkus Reviews

‘Maine contrasts Hetty’s present-day consternation with the past story of Blake and his wife, delivering details at a perfectly suspenseful pace … the historic mystery will keep readers guessing right up until the end.’ Booklist


   
About the author:
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To my father and mother, and Ian, for those wilderness days


   
Prologue

[image: Image Missing]   Mr Charles Ballantyre’s Estate, Scottish Borders, 1888   [image: Image Missing] 

The gunshot lifted the rooks from the branches.

James was already running fast through the woodland when he heard it, and he plunged on, cursing now and desperate, careless of skin and clothes that caught on twigs and brambles. He reached the edge of the trees in time to see Jacko fall to his knees, head thrown back, his hands clutching at his chest.

The rooks were etching a ragged halo in the sky as James broke cover and ran to where the poacher lay beside the bulrushes, a booted foot in the shallows. He sank to the ground beside him. ‘Jacko! Jacko, hold on—!’ But the old man’s breath was just a wheezing rasp, and his eyes were closed. Blood oozed between his filthy fingers, and spread over his shirt. ‘No!’ It could not end like this. The circling rooks protested their own outrage, while a coot scuttled to safety amongst the reeds.

James stared down at the wreck of a man, once his champion, protector, and friend. And guilt flared. Oh Jesus, how complete was his own betrayal …

‘Good God! There’s another of them.’

A man’s voice carried clearly from the other side of the river, and James looked up. Then he fumbled through Jacko’s torn pockets for something, anything, to stem the flow.

Hopeless. ‘I’ll get help.’

Jacko’s eyes opened and gleamed briefly. ‘From them?’ And he gave a croak of a laugh.

James lifted his head again and looked across the river, his brain sharpening into the moment. Two men in sporting tweeds stood on the opposite bank, looking back at him, motionless. House guests? One had a gun half-raised, and James’s head began to pound. What had happened here? Had they shot Jacko? Reckless he was, half-crazed, maybe, but the old poacher offered a threat to no one but himself.

Then James saw a third figure, hidden by the shadow of an ancient oak, and he cursed, sickened with sudden comprehension. It must be one of the keepers, probably McAllister himself. He would gun Jacko down without a thought, and so settle a conflict decades long. That, he could believe.

Then the man stepped out of the shadows, and James’s heart stopped.

It was not McAllister, nor one of his men.

It was Ballantyre.

Thank God! But the relief withered, stillborn – for Ballantyre did not move; he simply stared across the river at James, and James stared back.

‘Run.’ Jacko’s voice was a hoarse whisper, his fingers pawing at his sleeve, but James’s eyes were still fixed on Ballantyre, locked with his across the river’s gentle current, frozen into the moment. ‘Run. I tell you. Run fast, lad, and as far—’

And then the rooks, dark witnesses, broke their circle and flew off, their protests fading into the soft autumn evening. They regrouped briefly above the great roofs and chimneys of Ballantyre House and circled once, as if in judgement, then disappeared into the gathering mist. And the house stood solid on its raised terrace, above the neat lawns and gravelled paths which led down to the river, quite indifferent to the passing moment.

What happened next happened fast. Only later would memory replay the events in James’s brain, scene by scene, endlessly over the years, as he sought the sense in it.

Jacko’s body had crumpled in his arms, a spent force, his wild spirit flown with the rooks – and then: bang! A second shot had whistled past James, its wicked breath fanning his cheek.

Somewhere, someone gave a furious roar.

It needed no more. Old instincts, buried deep, took hold as James rose and spun in a single movement and then tore, half-crouching, back to the shelter of the oak woods, a fox streaking to sanctuary, to the echo of the rooks’ reproaches.


Chapter 1

[image: Image Missing]   Columbian Exposition, Chicago, 1893   [image: Image Missing] 

Every few minutes the beam of a giant arc light swept the roofline of the White City, cleaving the Illinois night sky to startle the grebes that rode the lake’s dark swells. It lit the sleek undercut bow of Mr Larsen’s steam yacht Valkyrie, which rode at anchor, adding lustre to her varnished hull, and it reached Evelyn Ballantyre as she leant over the port rail, staring down at the jagged reflections. She began counting the seconds between each raking shaft. One, two, three – and as the beam swept away again, she raised her head, following its course over the ripples to the pier a hundred yards away, where it lit the promenade with its booths and stands, shuttered now for the night, before rising again to illuminate the improbable cityscape of classical domes and colonnades, every roofline a string of stars.

The White City …

Briefly, the beam lit the aft deck where her father sat with Mr Larsen, their host. They were elegant in evening dress, taking their ease under the yacht’s striped awning until the evening’s engagement should begin.

‘Alright, my dear?’ her father asked, lifting his head and looking across at her. She nodded briefly and turned back to the lake. She had sat with them earlier, then risen, excusing herself with a smile that neither man noticed, and drifted over to the rail to watch the extraordinary spectacle as the miracle of electricity transformed the scene on shore. Their conversation had been dominated, as ever, by the day’s newspapers with their daily accounts of bankruptcies and suicides, and she had found it tedious. How could there be anything new to say?

She frowned down at the toes of her sequinned shoes. It was a new pair, and very fine they were, very costly, purchased during a brief shopping trip after disembarking in New York en route to Chicago. The sequins glittered as the arc light swung back, evoking a glamour that, as yet, had no substance.

The White City. Back in Scotland, when she first heard the name, it had conjured up an ethereal, mysterious place of great wonder, and looking across the shore now, she thought it lived up to expectations. But there had been nothing ethereal inside the noisy Machinery Hall, where they had squandered their morning, nor in the Mines and Mining Building that afternoon. Her father, inevitably, had been fascinated by both places, engrossed by what he saw, probing for information about costs and returns while she stood by with nothing to do but wait and study the extraordinary fashions of the few women there who, like her, attended their male companions.

Mr Larsen had left a selection of souvenir guidebooks and programmes in the yacht’s saloon, and she had browsed through them with a keen interest. ‘The world has come to Chicago,’ he told her with a smile, ‘so prepare to be amazed.’ She had browsed through the Illustrated Guide to the World’s Fair and Chicago and The World’s Columbian Exposition, which informed her that, quite apart from the main pavilions, there was a Japanese garden and a Chinese pagoda to see, a group of Esquimaux and a Red Indian encampment, as well as the well-publicised attractions of the Midway Plaisance. But her father had skimmed over those pages, focussing instead on the dullest of the exhibition halls, not for a moment considering what she might want to see.

Tomorrow, though, when the rest of their party arrived, she and Clementina would leave the men to their machines and explore the wonders of the Woman’s Building together. A whole building designed entirely by women, Mr Larsen had told her, filled with the creations of women, lined with murals which celebrated the different spheres of womankind, and with exterior ornamentation, the work of a sculptress her own age.

She glanced again at her father as he sat there, complacent and urbane, and considered what she had to show for her nineteen years. Buried in the rural fastness of a Borders estate, miles from Edinburgh, she was left for weeks on end with only the dullest of companions, an occasional drawing master and an enfeebled tutor who taught her classics. Did her father ever consider her feelings, or her future? Did he simply assume that she would marry some neighbour’s son, as Clementina had done, and live out her days on a similar estate, while the world passed her by?

The thought terrified her, the sheer relentless boredom of it.

And could he not see, for goodness’ sake, that it was boredom, nothing more, which had led to the Incident?

She gazed down at the water again, seeing how the reflections fractured into zigzags as the raking light swept towards the Valkyrie’s hull. A simple friendship, nothing more, born of loneliness and a deepening frustration – it had meant nothing! But the shock of her father’s discovery had spurred him into action, and the outcome had left her more delighted than she would allow him to see. Nothing more had been said about it since that dreadful day when she had stood before him in his study and been asked to account for herself, but she knew that he watched her now with an unnerving intensity and a speculative eye.

Behind her, she heard him laugh at some remark of Mr Larsen’s and raised her head to look again towards the enchanted shore. He watched her, yes, but he saw nothing.

The two men talked of visiting the Electricity Building tomorrow morning, before George and Clementina’s train arrived, and Mr Larsen had chuckled at her expression. ‘But we will see the Midway Plaisance too, my dear, I assure you, and Mr Ferris’s great wheel. Will we take a ride, do you think? Have you courage enough?’ She had returned him a tight smile. Did he consider her a child to be placated by a promised treat?

The giant wheel was visible now above the rooftops, lit by a double row of sparkling lights, an extraordinary sight, and she felt another stab of impatience for the evening to begin. But still they talked … What more could be said? There were financial and political catastrophes exploding around them, she had been told, and yet the two men appeared to be calm, so she could only assume that they had suffered no great losses. So why the endless debate?

‘It won’t be long now, my dear, I promise you,’ Mr Larsen called across to her. ‘Keep a lookout. The Wizard said to watch for the magic.’

Mr Larsen was a banker, one of a very small number of her father’s business associates who visited Ballantyre House, crossing the Atlantic regularly once a year in pursuit of the bank’s business, and Evelyn liked him. He was a genial man, generous of spirit and proportions, and he would discuss books and paintings with her, seeking her opinions, exploring her tastes. But invariably, as she struggled to express views half-formed or ideas newly considered, her father would take him away to spend hours closeted in his study, or out on the terrace with their papers and cigars, locked in endless discussion. Thick as thieves, she once heard the housekeeper remark as she sent afternoon tea out to them.

Not thieves. Oh no. She looked back out across the lake’s gun-metal surface as the familiar sickening sensation churned her insides. Her father was respected throughout the county, a magistrate who upheld the law, dealing out the Queen’s justice to thieves.

And poachers …

Quickly she shifted her gaze to the yachts moored close by and began counting their bowsprits – anything for a distraction. Eighteen, nineteen – there must be twenty of them, which, Mr Larsen said, had formed a flotilla from the New York Yacht Club. And now they rode there, pulling at their warps, tethered like restless thoroughbreds, magnificently en fête, dressed over all with bunting and flags, as sleek as their owners. Glossy paintwork bounced the light to brass deck rails and fittings, scattering it across varnished decks, while the aroma of expensive cigars wafted across the water towards her. Perhaps the same anxious conversations were being repeated there too, punctuated by demands to liveried servants who hid concerns about unpaid salaries behind an unctuous servility.

‘Now what is the lovely Evelyn thinking, I wonder?’

She was familiar with the banker’s avuncular gallantry, which was offered with a sparkling eye and traces of the singsong accent of his native Aalborg as he joined her at the rail. She smiled slightly and shook her head.

From the corner of her eye she could see her father, still seated, drawing on his cigar, watching her through narrowed eyes. Was he asking himself the same question—

‘I’m trying to make sense of it all,’ she said – and that would be the answer she would give him too, if he ever troubled to ask.

‘Ah. The sense of it—’

Well-bred laughter floated across the water from the other yachts, and Evelyn gestured towards them. ‘Where’s the panic and the collapse you describe? The desperation—’

Mr Larsen grasped the rail and looked gravely across the row of lifting bowsprits to the largest yacht, the Morgan-le-Fey, which rode complacently in their midst. It had led the flotilla through the Erie Canal and belonged to the Wizard, he had told her, who would be their host for the evening.

‘There’s panic in the heart of every man out there, young lady,’ he said eventually, then pulled out and consulted a pocket watch, its heavy gold chain stretched tight across his corpulent chest, adding, ‘except in whatever organ provides that function in the Wizard.’

She heard her father laugh. ‘And I don’t see panic in the eyes of Niels Larsen either, thank God,’ he remarked, tipping his head back and blowing blue cigar smoke into the night sky before rising to join them.

‘But the money to build the Exposition,’ Evelyn insisted, ‘and these yachts, and the clothes, and the jewels— Where did the money come from, and where did it go?’

‘That, my dear,’ replied the banker, ‘is what they are asking themselves.’

And then, without warning, the quiet of the evening was torn apart by a mighty whoosh and the gunfire-crackle of fireworks as a dozen rockets shot into the sky from the bow of the Morgan-le-Fey, blazing trails of light through the blackness. An appreciative sigh spread across the water, and those who had languished on aft decks rose as if called to worship, and within minutes the first of the launches set out.

‘The supplicants go to entreat, and the hungry to feast …’ her father murmured beside her, but panic was choking her senses. At the first salvo she had gone rigid, gripping the deck rail, her eyes screwed shut, her heart had stalled, but it now began to race and her breath came in shallow pants. She forced her eyes open again and stared out across the water, fighting a rising nausea and focussing on the dark shapes of the launches as they cut through the yachts’ reflections, heading for the Morgan-le-Fey. And as the night sky exploded with starbursts and rockets, the air grew heavy with the smell of cordite.

[image: Image Missing]

She still felt shaken half an hour later when she was handed up out of the launch onto the deck of the Morgan-le-Fey, flinching as the last of the rockets blazed above her. They were amongst the last guests to arrive, doubtless gaining some mysterious advantage thereby, and the deck of the yacht was already thronged with people. The party goers were stylish, sleek and burnished like their vessels, and were putting on a fine show. Few of them were under forty, Evelyn decided, as she watched them mingling beneath the swaying shadows cast by rows of Chinese lanterns strung between mastheads, accepting drinks and exotic delicacies from servants who glided along the decks to serve them. And in the midst of them all a tall, broad-shouldered man was holding court. He caught sight of their party and beckoned them forward with a lordly gesture.

So this was the Wizard—

His real name was Jeremiah Merlin and he ran a powerful banking empire, Mr Larsen had explained to her. ‘A financial wizard of legendary status.’

‘Ha!’ her father had retorted. ‘As Beelzebub is legendary, I suppose. And his name’s a travesty.’

‘How so?’ she had asked.

‘The merlin is known as the dove falcon, my dear, but Jeb is more of a vulture, picking over the carcasses.’

Larsen had laughed. ‘You’ll keep that view to yourself tonight, my friend.’

‘If I must.’

And so it had been all civility and good breeding as their host greeted them. ‘Your first trip to America?’ he asked her, touching her hand briefly and turning back to her father before she could reply. ‘I hear your name mentioned a great deal these days, Mr Ballantyre—’ He let the sentence hang there, to become a question. ‘There are rumours—’ he prompted, his eyes, heavy lidded, shifting between the two men. Her father blandly remarked on the splendour of the yacht by way of response, a deflection which clearly displeased their host.

‘Rumours, Niels?’ she heard him murmur as they moved away, their place taken swiftly by a thin, anxious-looking man.

‘There are always rumours, my friend.’ Mr Larsen took her arm and guided them to a space beside the rail where a dark-skinned servant brought them drinks. Evelyn looked about her, at the almost theatrical swirl of people and lights, and he smiled at her expression. ‘Extraordinary, isn’t it? Two hundred and ten feet of white pine deck, mahogany fittings and yards of gleaming brass. Schooner rigged, of course’ – he glanced up at the masts – ‘although I’ve yet to see her under sail for more than half an hour; Jeb prefers a twelve-knot cruising speed and knows his engine can outstrip us all. Ten staterooms, I’m told, six bathrooms, a billiard room, a music room, library, and a deck large enough to hold a small orchestra, and still have room for dancing.’ He raised his cocktail glass to the light and showed her the etched design of a magician’s wand under an arc of stars, above the shield of the New York Yacht Club. He took a slow drink, looking at her father over the rim. ‘You’ll have to watch him, Charles.’

‘I will.’

‘Not a grain of compassion.’

‘I’m rather depending upon that.’ Evelyn looked up at his quiet words and saw that he was watching Mr Merlin, who had brushed aside the supplicant who had taken their place, and was shaking another’s hand. ‘His father was a butcher from Carlisle. Did you know?’ And he turned back to lean over the rail in contemplation of the lake water.

The rest of the evening was a deadening succession of polite encounters with business associates of Mr Larsen’s. To her surprise, many of them knew her father, or at least recognised his name, and she was impressed by the deference and respect they showed him, while he, urbane and assured as ever, politely introduced her to them, his hand under her elbow. And with the same fixed smile she repeated the same answers to the same questions, and found them almost invariably ignored.

At one point a small round man shot across the deck to join them. ‘Ballantyre! What the devil brings you here?’ A large diamond on his little finger caught the lantern light.

‘Fraser. Your servant,’ he said, and presented the man to Evelyn as another business associate, originally from Perth, with whom he shared common interests on both sides of the Atlantic.

Evelyn found herself briefly under scrutiny, before being asked again if this was her first visit to America, then he too turned back to her father. ‘What did you say brings you here, Charles?’

‘I didn’t.’

The little man chuckled, looking shrewdly at Mr Larsen, then back at her father. ‘There are rumours, you know.’

‘I’ve just been told there are always rumours,’ her father replied.

The little man searched his face again and then turned back to Evelyn. ‘I last saw your papa in an Edinburgh boardroom, young lady, with a bunch of hardened Calvinists who believe that the abuse and neglect of orphans achieve their redemption.’ He swung back to her father. ‘How did that matter resolve itself in the end? Did the governors suspend the warden?’

‘He’ll stand trial for the boy’s murder.’

Her father’s face had hardened and the little man whistled. ‘Will he, by God! I thought they’d find a way to cover the whole thing up.’

‘They tried.’

Evelyn looked across at her father and felt that familiar flutter of confusion and pain. The world thought well of Charles Ballantyre, seeing in him a man of unshakeable integrity, a champion of penal reform, a generous benefactor who used his money and his influence to further just causes. This much she knew.

She dropped her eyes to avoid his.

Once, she too had thought well of him—
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Things used to be so different between them, easy with understanding, and bound by an unquestioning love. As a child she would kneel on the cushioned seat in the window of the music room at Ballantyre House, palms pressed to breath-steamed glass, and watch for him on days when he was due back. And seeing him, she would run out onto the gravelled drive, curls a-tumble, and he would dismount to sweep her off her feet, crushing her to him, or better still, he would lift her up in front of him, her short legs straddling Zeus, the great black stallion, as he held her tight. Later they would quarter the estate, stopping to talk to the lodge keepers or to the farmers, who would answer his enquiries in tones of respect and liking. And later still they would stroll together along the riverbank, through the scented evening, she skipping ahead or walking beside him, her hand in his. They would stop to watch the fish rise to kiss the water’s surface, and his eye would gleam in anticipation of the next day’s sport, pointing out the riffles which might hold promise. And as the heron lifted from the reeds to flap slowly homeward he would talk to her – describing how other children lived, how many went to bed hungry, had no schooling, no chance in the world, explaining that money and influence were a privilege and should be used to bring hope, and she would listen and nod, striving to understand the complexities of a world from which his devotion protected her.

And sometimes she would ask him about James Douglas—
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The little Scotsman soon made his excuses, and as they watched him stroll off down the deck and inveigle himself into another group of guests, Mr Larsen quietly remarked, ‘Testing the water,’ and her father nodded.

‘What do you mean?’ she asked, frustrated by their habit of communicating by glances and cryptic phrases, which left her in ignorance.

‘Not now, my dear,’ her father murmured and turned aside, tapping his cigar into an ashtray marked with the yacht’s insignia. Mr Larsen did not hear him, however, and explained in a low voice that there had been a strike at the factory Fraser owned in upper New York state, and several strikers had been badly beaten. One subsequently died, and the incident had caused a political furore; Fraser’s inhuman work practises had been exposed, and his handling of the matter was widely condemned.

She watched as the little man successfully infiltrated himself into the centre of the group. ‘He seems to have been forgiven,’ she remarked.

‘Appearances deceive, my dear,’ her father murmured, following the direction of her gaze. ‘And memories are long.’

‘Could he not have prevented it?’ The man was now slapping another on the back and laughing rather loudly.

‘He was in Leith receiving honours for his work in the slums,’ he replied, his tone dry.

‘And returned here to newspapers crying hypocrite,’ Mr Larsen added.

The word crackled in the air and she caught her father’s swift glance at her before dropping her eyes to her lap, and she began playing with her buttoned glove. But it hung there between them like a poison gas, evoking that dreadful scene in her father’s study back in Edinburgh.

 [image: Image Missing]   A month earlier   [image: Image Missing]

‘And who was the woman you were with?’ Pink-faced, she had tried attack as a means of defence.

‘That does not concern you.’

‘Not someone you’d think of bringing home to tea?’

‘No, shrew.’ His eye had gleamed momentarily. ‘But then I’m not a nineteen-year-old girl with a reputation to lose, prey to any sort of chancer. And it isn’t my conduct …’

‘A chancer? Patrick was not after money!’

‘He was, my dear. One way or another.’

‘No!’

He had stood opposite her, the oak desk dividing them, grim faced and sardonic, but resentment had made her reckless. ‘And I suppose your friend was not? After money.’ His eyebrows had shot up and she had sensed an advantage. ‘It’s the hypocrisy, Papa.’

It was as if she had struck him. He had blanched, his face rigid, and there had followed an awful silence while they stared at each other across an abyss that was wider than either wanted to acknowledge. Then his features had twisted in an odd expression. ‘Yes, but I’m beyond redemption. You, child, are not.’
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The evening on the yacht ended with a concert held, she decided, so that Mr Merlin could substantiate the claim that his deck could accommodate an orchestra. She said as much in low tones to Mr Larsen, who chuckled and squeezed her hand while the voluptuous strains of a Strauss waltz filled the air. Some couples were dancing – how extraordinary, she thought, that these expensive-looking people could dance and laugh while, if what Mr Larsen had told her was true, their fortunes were vanishing into smoke. Was it all a charade, and, if so, to what purpose? Defiance or delusion? Or did they feel protected against disaster, here at the Wizard’s court?

Her father had abandoned them some time ago but she glimpsed him now, in the shadows of a bulkhead, talking to their host. He was half-hidden from view, and so did not see the manservant who approached, bearing a silver salver. He addressed Mr Larsen.

‘A telegram, sir, for Mr Ballantyre, sent over from the Valkyrie.’

Her father rejoined them a moment later, and Mr Larsen gestured to the telegram. He took it up, read it, frowned, and then passed it to Mr Larsen, who absorbed the contents and silently passed it back.

She felt a quiver of fear as their eyes met and held. ‘What is it, Papa?’

‘Just business, my dear,’ he replied softly, before reading it again, and then folding it thoughtfully, sharpening the crease between forefinger and thumb, his gaze unfocussed. A moment later, when the music stopped, he leant forward to address Mr Larsen. ‘We must find the man before someone else does. There’s too much at stake.’

‘But where to look—?’

‘Kershaw will find him, if anyone can.’

‘And you trust him?’

‘Best agent I ever had.’

Evelyn listened as they began to discuss contracts and agreements, mineral rights, and claim registration – understanding not a word of it.

‘I don’t like it,’ her father concluded, his face hawkish and grim. ‘And I smell a swindle.’

And so the evening was ruined, and all Evelyn could do was listen in dismay as they arranged matters between them. Business, man’s work. And on the launch back to the Valkyrie she knew she had been forgotten. There was an early train, she heard Mr Larsen tell her father, which would take Charles to a port from where he could pick up a lake steamer and arrive in Port Arthur a few days ahead of the yacht in order to assess for himself how matters stood.

She stepped out of the launch, tight lipped, and turned to go below, and only then did her father seem to become aware of her. He caught her arm, pulling her round to face him, and lifted her chin with a forefinger.

‘It can’t be helped, my dear,’ he said, demanding eye contact.

‘Can’t it?’

He pulled a wry face. ‘No—’

Mr Larsen looked on sympathetically. ‘We’ll manage just as well without him, I promise you, and I can spoil you without fear of paternal censure. And besides, your friends arrive in the morning.’

‘And once Clementina is here you won’t care a bit—’ She gave him a smile that was not a smile, released her arm from his grip, and went below.


Chapter 2

Closing the cabin door behind her, Evelyn leant against it a moment, and stared at her turned-down bed. A weary-looking girl rose from the chair, awaiting instruction, and Evelyn let her unhook the fastenings of the unfamiliar New York gown, and then dismissed her with a brief smile.

Surely she could undress herself—

Mr Larsen’s yacht was not as large or splendid as Mr Merlin’s, but he had seen to it that she had been provided with every luxury. Her cabin had a fitted dressing table, a neat affair of walnut with gleaming brass cockleshell handles, and she sat at it now and began pulling the pins from her hair and stared at herself. A pinched and petulant face stared back, and she ran her fingers through her hair, shaking it free, then began to brush, ignoring the stinging hotness behind her eyes, blaming the tears on the tangles.

A slip of pink paper on a silver salver, that was all it had taken and he was away, leaving her behind, as incidental to his life here as she was at home, despite all his promises. She rose, washed quickly, and then climbed into the odd little box-bed and pulled the quilt up under her chin, but found there was little warmth in the silky fabric.

After that afternoon in his Edinburgh study, he had forbidden her to leave the house unescorted. Alarmed by his manner, she had dared not disobey him while, behind the scenes, he had acted swiftly, not consulting her until all the arrangements had been in place.

‘You will accompany me to New York next month, my dear,’ he had announced over braised lamb a few days after the Incident, and she had looked up. ‘Once my business there is concluded we will travel by train and meet Mr Larsen in Chicago. He intends to join a flotilla of vessels going to the World Fair, and has invited us to stay on board his yacht. The world is going to Chicago, he tells me, and so we will go too.’ He had watched her as he refilled his glass, a hint of amusement playing around his lips as he registered her reaction, and he gestured to her neglected plate. ‘Not hungry?’

She had begun cutting up her food, chewing it carefully, not meeting his eyes lest he saw the thrill of excitement running through her. At last, she would see something of the world beyond Ballantyre House and Edinburgh—

And he was taking her with him, not leaving her behind. ‘When we have drunk our fill of those wonders,’ he continued, ‘we will sail north to Canada—’ She frowned, still chewing steadily. Her father had business interests in Canada, in the railways there, and so, she understood, did Mr Larsen.

‘— where we shall go fishing.’

She had swallowed abruptly and stared at him. ‘Fishing?’

‘Fishing,’ he repeated, ‘in the world’s finest trout stream.’ His amusement was evident now as he returned her look, then reached out to spear a potato. ‘A fishing expedition, in fact. Tents, canoes, campfires and all. And if that sounds like dull stuff you will be able to complain about it to Clementina. She and George will join us in Chicago and sail north with us—’

She looked back at him, aghast. ‘But – Clementina, in a tent?’

For a second they had shared the thought of the elegant, and very feminine, Lady Clementina Melton living in a tent.

He laughed. ‘George is at least thrilled at the prospect and has succeeded in convincing Clementina that she will enjoy herself. Her presence will not only give you company but will also lend you respectability – a commodity you apparently hold in some contempt.’ It was the closest he had come to mentioning the Incident again, and she had lifted her chin defiantly, encountering a look of grim humour. ‘If it’s excitement you were looking for, my dear, you’ll find more of it on the Nipigon than behind a hedge in the West Gardens.’

After that it had been all bustle and haste to get prepared and she had hardly seen him. It had been a rough ocean crossing, marred for her by seasickness, but he had come to see her each day, and stood over her: ‘Poor child, no sea legs yet?’ and by the time she had gained them the skyline of New York had come into view.

From there, they had come here.

And tomorrow, he would be gone again—

She clasped her hands behind her head and stared bleakly up at the plastered ceiling of her cabin. It seemed now that it had always been like that. Business had become king, and was an unforgiving ruler. It had been the same in New York where, upon arrival, she had found herself passed into the care of the wife of one of her father’s associates while he had disappeared to execute his business in the city. This had clearly been organised in advance, and the fact that he had omitted to tell her had fuelled her resentment.

Her chaperone, a rather overblown woman of forty, had whisked her away, clucking with disapproval over her appearance, and taken her on a whirlwind shopping expedition to redress the shortcomings of her wardrobe. Evelyn had been agog as she surveyed the contents of the glittering emporia, the trim salesgirls and the elegant customers, and her companion had encouraged her to spend her father’s money but had done so with such a pushy, unwanted, familiarity that she had resisted from sheer perversity.

Now she wished that she had been more reckless—

Perhaps an outrageous bill would have secured his attention, as her altered appearance and increasing frustration clearly had not. Her newly styled hair and modish dress had done no more than elicit a ‘Very pretty, my dear’ – and he had remained quite oblivious to her, as he was to anything beyond his own world. A world of business. A man’s world.

She turned on her side to stare at the curtained portholes. Just business, he had said tonight, and that impenetrable shutter had descended. Business created wealth, and wealth bought comfort. They were very wealthy, that much she understood, and so her life was very comfortable. Nothing was expected of her except that she adorn her father’s household until, presumably, he passed her on to some other man who would be her husband. And she could see no escape.

He never seemed to want to talk, really talk, about the things that were important, and sometimes he was away from home for months; and even when he was at home, he was unapproachable, hidden away in his study, engrossed in papers with instructions that he should not be disturbed. Amassing wealth had become his obsession in recent years – and it measured poorly against what they had once had, and had lost. Her mind shied away from dangerous territory and took refuge in a safer grievance, remembering how he had cancelled a promised trip to the World Exposition in Paris four years ago, and had sailed for Cape Town instead, returning with exotic gifts which had done nothing to ease the hurt.

Recently, as her resentment hardened, she had begun to grasp the extent of her father’s investments: in South Africa it was gold mines, and in Canada it was railways. And she was beginning to understand how closely he was associated with Mr Larsen, and with Larsen’s bank. And the banker had become a more frequent guest at Ballantyre House. Perhaps they met at the house in Edinburgh too, but she doubted it. Edinburgh was where her father pursued his civic and philanthropic interests, went to the theatre, saw his friends. And his women—

She lay there feeling quite defeated and listened to the gentle slap of the waves against the hull, and allowed her mind to unlock, just a little. If she wound her memories back to when this obsession with business had begun, and to when things had changed so dreadfully between them, she was brought back to that day five years ago, to the day the poacher had been shot.


Chapter 3
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‘Oh, but this is all too splendid, Mr Larsen!’ Larsen ushered his new guests into the Valkyrie’s saloon and Lady Melton looked about her. ‘So trim and so elegant.’

Larsen watched with some amusement as she trailed her fingers over the furnishings, pausing to adjust her hat in front of the gilded mirror, her eye skimming the leather-bound books which lined the bulkhead.

‘Don’t you think so, George?’

Trim and elegant, indeed. How on earth had Ballantyre persuaded her to come?

‘My wife is terribly nosey, I’m afraid,’ her husband said, with an engaging smile. ‘She’ll be into everything unless you explicitly forbid it.’ Sir George Melton had that lean, angular look which characterised Englishmen of his class. Quiet, but shrewd, Larsen reckoned. Several years, maybe even a decade, older than his wife. Larsen knew the type well: they inhabited English country houses and were lethal with sporting guns, cards, and women, capable of drinking all night and yet be out exercising the horses at dawn.

Ballantyre had said he was a keen fisherman too, and that was all Larsen had needed to know.

‘You have the run of the ship, dear lady,’ he said, bowing, then twinkled at Evelyn. ‘And Evelyn’s been looking forward to your company.’

His friend’s daughter returned him the same tight smile she had worn all morning. It had been pinned in place as she stood beside Ballantyre on the station platform waiting for the Meltons’ late-running train. Larsen had been aware of his friend’s quick glances towards the station clock as the minutes ticked by; and in the end there had been time for only hasty introductions and explanations as the guests’ trunks and boxes were unloaded.

Evelyn had stood by impassively, saying little as her father apologised for leaving them in this manner. ‘It’s too bad, but of course we’ll look after Evelyn,’ Lady Melton had said, tucking Evelyn’s hand companionably under her arm. ‘You’ll miss the voyage up through the Lakes, though—’

‘But not the fishing, I gather,’ her husband remarked with a dry smile.

‘Not a chance.’ Ballantyre had glanced once more at the railway clock and picked up his valise, his coat draped over his arm. ‘I must go. My apologies again, but thank you, Clementina, I’m grateful, and if you can persuade Evelyn to forgive me, I’ll be forever indebted. Niels, what can I say—?’

‘Nonsense. Away with you!’

Ballantyre’s eyes had lingered on his daughter and then, abruptly, he had dropped his valise again and pulled her to him muttering: ‘Evie, my dear child, do stop hating me,’ and had planted a kiss on her forehead.

A strange stricken look had flickered over the girl’s features. ‘I’ll come to the carriage,’ she said.

‘No, you won’t.’ Ballantyre had released her and pushed her firmly towards Lady Melton before scooping up his valise. ‘I shall have to dash.’ And with that he had set off down the platform and stepped swiftly onto the carriage. He waved once, a gesture lost in the steam blown back down the line as the train departed, and Evelyn was left standing with her hand half-raised.

Larsen glanced at her now as she sat staring out of the window, while Lady Melton continued exclaiming over the smartness of the saloon. There was surely more to this breach between father and daughter than a quarrel over some half-grown youth from the peat bogs; or had she fancied herself in love with the scoundrel, poor child—? Ballantyre had left Larsen with the impression that the matter had been nipped in the bud, before any damage was done.

It would be wisest, perhaps, to leave her with her friend, he decided, and he turned back to George Melton. ‘The wheelhouse and engine room might interest you, sir, while Evelyn helps your wife to settle in. Then we’ll have a light luncheon on deck before going ashore.’ He ushered his guest through the door. ‘I had a new compound engine fitted last year, more speed, you know, and less vibration—’

Clementina swung back to Evelyn as soon as they were gone, her eyes asparkle. ‘My dear, show me everything!’

The stateroom allocated to the Meltons was, of necessity, larger than Evelyn’s and every bit as luxurious. ‘My, oh my!’ Clementina looked about her, approving the neat desk and dressing table, bending to examine the drawers beneath the double box-bed. ‘It’s like a doll’s house. Everything so neat.’ She inspected the pens and stationery on the desk, and cooed over all the little luxuries, picking up and putting down hand mirrors and brushes, admiring a china pot filled with rose petals. ‘What a treat this is going to be! And what a lovely idea of your papa’s to invite us along.’

Something in her tone made Evelyn look up. Had Clementina been told about the Incident? She felt herself flush with indignation at the thought and turned away, pretending an interest in the door which opened onto the tiny bathroom and water closet. Clementina squeezed past her to see. ‘A shower too. Gracious! I shall have to get George to try it first though. The one we had in New York was quite terrifying!’

Clementina continued to chatter about the wonders of New York, about the tall buildings and the stores they had visited, and theatres, and the strange people on the streets as she unpinned her hat and smoothed her hair, stretching her neck towards the mirror to examine her complexion. ‘I could have stayed there forever, couldn’t you? All those marvellous shops! But George said I was bankrupting him – and I’d no idea that I’d be coming to such luxury here. What a lot of money these Americans seem to have.’ She picked up the silver-backed hand mirror and gave an imagined blemish a closer look. ‘And what a lovely man your Mr Larsen is. George says he’s rich as Croesus—’ She put her hand to her mouth, and made a little moue of self-reproach, looking at Evelyn over the top of the mirror. ‘But then again he is a banker …’

Her Mr Larsen? What on earth was she thinking? Her friend seemed taller and thinner than Evelyn remembered, more angular. More adult. ‘He’s an old family friend,’ she said. Clementina lowered the mirror and gave a gurgling laugh which sounded much more like her old self. ‘No, silly, I didn’t mean that! Far too old for you. But when we get back you must come for a long stay and I’ll see that you meet all sorts of people’ – so something had been said – ‘and we must persuade your papa to open up Ballantyre House again. The shooting parties he used to have were quite legendary. I was always too young but George used to go.’

And then they stopped happening—

Clementina’s childhood home had been on an estate just twenty miles from Ballantyre House, and Evelyn had seen as much of her as anyone during her adolescence, although almost five years separated them. All too soon, however, her playmate had grown taller, started to put her hair up, and had glided away. Her marriage to George Melton Bart had been considered a good one, and had taken her south of the Border.

‘What has Papa said to you?’ Evelyn asked, and she saw her friend pause.

She began patting the cushions on the bed.

‘Why, whatever do you mean?’ She turned back to the dressing table, smoothing her hair again and glancing obliquely at Evelyn through the mirror.

‘You know perfectly well what I mean,’ Evelyn said. Clementina had never been any good at dissembling. ‘I’m not a fool, you know. Tell me what he said.’

Clementina looked cornered, then shrugged and sat down.

‘Oh, for goodness’ sake! Only that he was concerned that you should meet the right sort of people and have a chance to see a bit of the world. And would we come along.’

Resentment surged. ‘Did he say I’d been meeting the wrong sort of people?’

‘Had you?’ Clementina’s arch expression made her turn away.

She felt ashamed of the incident now. Agreeing to meet Patrick Kelly had been a mistake. In truth, she had been relieved by his sudden departure from her father’s household, following their discovery. It was one thing, she had found, to chat to him along the rides through the estate at home, but quite another to meet him, clandestinely, once they had arrived in Edinburgh. He had sat too close on the park bench, his eyes had been too bold, and she had not expected him to take her hand – she had, in fact, been very glad to see her father appear on the gravelled path between the two high laurel hedges, despite the scene which had erupted.

‘So who was it?’ Clementina’s eyes sparkled with curiosity, but when Evelyn told her they widened in horror. ‘A groom! Evie, what on earth were you thinking? Madness— And how damaging!’

Damaging! Anger surged over resentment. ‘There was no harm in it. We were just talking, quite openly, in a public place—’

‘In a public place!’ Clementina’s horror intensified. ‘Oh Evie! I trust no one saw you!’

‘It wouldn’t have mattered if they had as I don’t know a soul in Edinburgh, and no one knows me.’ She made to rise, but Clementina pulled her back down.

‘Since you will have it, your papa simply wrote to me saying that you’d made an error of judgement, and asked if I’d take you under my wing, so to speak, when we get home. He blamed himself, you know, not you—’ There was a tap on the door and an announcement that luncheon awaited them on the aft deck. ‘But no harm’s been done, and no one knows, not even George.’
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Larsen smiled at his young friend as she slipped into her seat beside him under the striped aft awning. He thought that she looked better already.

‘This is too delightful,’ Lady Melton was saying. ‘Such a treat! Everyone was wildly jealous when I said we were coming to the Exposition. George is more excited by the fishing, of course, and has had his nose in Hardy’s catalogue ever since we had Charles’s invitation.’

‘Expositions come and go, my love,’ Melton said with a smile, ‘but a chance to fish on the Nipigon—’

‘— is quite another matter.’ Larsen raised his glass in agreement. Melton had a slow attractive smile, and he had already taken to the man. ‘I hope you didn’t spend too much money, though; the Nipigon trout are unsophisticated creatures – they’ll rise to anything. The skill is in the fight that follows, and then all you need is a firm grip and grim resolve.’

He reached over to pour drinks for the ladies as Melton replied, ‘I treated myself to one of those new split cane rods with a steel centre—’

His wife turned to Evelyn. ‘You’ve no idea how much there is to talk about when it come to fishing – rods, lines, guts, flies. Although I expect your papa must be just as bad.’

‘Does he still tie his own special flies?’ asked Melton, smiling across at Evelyn.

‘I believe he does,’ she replied, and Larsen saw that odd shadow cross her face again as she took a devilled egg. He turned the subject back to the Exposition, describing the wrangles over its planning and construction, the conflict over the halls and their exhibits. Then he gently teased Evelyn for her opinion of the Mines and Mining Building and was at last rewarded by a smile. ‘Admit it, my dear. You were bored to tears.’

‘Of course I was,’ she said, with that delightful little lift of her chin.

‘I should think so too! When there are all these lovely promenades and courts,’ said Clementina. ‘But never mind, this afternoon we’ll explore it properly.’
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After lunch, Valkyrie’s launch took them through the gleaming whiteness of the Triumphal Arch and dropped them at the landing provided there for lake visitors. ‘The idea of the Exposition is to celebrate four centuries of progress since Columbus landed,’ Larsen explained as they walked beside the still waters of the Basin. ‘Unfortunate timing, perhaps, given recent events, but I reckon it’s easier for us to look back rather than forward in these troubled times.’

‘Yes,’ said George, gazing about him. ‘The past can be a safer place to inhabit.’

Was that so? Evelyn looked down the length of the Basin to the fountain at the far end, twirling her parasol. The past was a place she rarely dared to venture.

Yesterday, she had stood with her father and Mr Larsen beside the huge fountain and her father had gestured with his thumb. ‘So what’s this all about, then?’ he had asked, examining the elaborate statuary. ‘A Winged Victory, some burly nymphs rowing—’

‘Arts, science, and industry driving the barge forward,’ Mr Larsen had replied, with a smile to Evelyn. ‘Classical allusions, my friend, as I’m sure you are aware.’

‘Ah! America, the successor to Rome.’

‘Exactly.’

‘Does the irony not strike them?’ And he had turned away to watch the progress of a well-turned ankle along the edge of the Basin.

Mr Larsen had rolled his eyes at Evelyn, and tucked her hand under his arm. ‘What makes your father such a cynic, my dear?’ he had asked, and she had had no answer.

This afternoon, George seemed more impressed than her father had been. ‘It’s the sheer scale of everything,’ he said, looking up at a colossal gilded statue which rose from the Basin, symbolising the unity of the Republic. Yesterday her father had scoffed at that too. ‘Unity?’ he had said. ‘What do the prairie farmers in hock to eastern insurance companies have to say about unity, I wonder? Have they asked the strikers …?’

‘My dear fellow.’ Mr Larsen’s eyes had gleamed appreciatively. ‘You make the task of guide most unrewarding.’

‘Do I?’

But Evelyn had looked at him, thinking she had not seen this side of him for a very long time. The old passion—

‘And now, my dear.’ Mr Larsen broke into her thoughts. ‘Who is for the delights of the Midway Plaisance? I suspect that Lady Melton will wish to join us, but will you, sir?’ George begged to be excused, saying that he would find his way to the Electricity Building and join them later back on the yacht.

Mr Larsen offered an arm to each of the ladies and led them through the gateway to the now famous Midway Plaisance.

‘Where shall we start?’ he asked them. ‘Shall we stare openmouthed at the camels, or watch men in silken robes smoking














































OEBPS/Images/line.jpg





OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
BDEYOND
THE

WiLDp
RIVER

SARAH MAINE





OEBPS/Images/leftline.jpg





OEBPS/Images/rightline.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
SARAH MAINE

BEYOND

THE

WI1LD
Bl V E R






OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg
H

HODDER &
STOUGHTON





